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 When Napoleon I conducted war under the slogan liberation from serfdom,
 he found support, had allies and was successful.
 When Napoleon I shifted to wars of conquest, he multiplied his enemies and 
met with defeat.

—Stalin, 5 May 1941
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PREFACE

The term “Cold War” was coined by George Orwell in describing the impact 
of the atom bomb on world politics in October 1945, at a time of tension with 
Russia. “We may be heading not for general breakdown but for an epoch as hor-
ribly stable as the slave empires of antiquity,” he wrote. The Soviet Union was “a 
state . . . at once unconquerable and in a permanent state of ‘cold war’ with its 
neighbours.”1 Of course, those relations were never good since the foundation 
of the Bolshevik regime. Thus our story properly begins in 1917.

Any serious account of foreign policy conducted beyond American shores 
is above all concerned with high politics, attenuated or enhanced, of course, 
by macroeconomic, domestic political, social, ideological, and cultural deter-
minants that either confi ne or motivate policy in one direction or another. In 
this sense the USSR was little different from its European neighbors whose for-
eign policies were traditionally “crown prerogative,” of which France under the 
Fifth Republic is a prime example. Moreover, although the Bolsheviks did not 
believe in reasons of state as such — because Marxism-Leninism dictated goals 
that stood above and beyond merely the state — they did practice realpolitik: 
they were realists in terms of means, though utopians in terms of ends.2 From 
the outset Soviet foreign policy was tightly controlled at the center, initially by 
Lenin and subsequently by the senior Party secretary, but always — excepting 
the years of extreme terror under Stalin (1936–41 and 1948–53) — within a broad 
consensus forged among dominant fi gures in the Politburo on the basis of the 
Leninist inheritance.

At one level below, Party and state organs with access to classifi ed documents 
and the foreign press could propose but not dispose. The numbers of Soviet 
missiles and other armaments were, for example, pencilled into the documents 
at the Party’s Military-Industrial Sector, information available to no one other 
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x Preface

than a handful of offi cials serving the leading secretary of the Party. Even some-
one as high up as Alexander Yakovlev was given the wrong fi gures, and Marga-
ret Thatcher had occasion to correct Mikhail Gorbachev on the data he had 
been given.

Moreover — and this is crucial — it is hard for those in the West to understand 
without direct experience the degree to which the most privileged Soviet citi-
zen in the metropolis was almost totally cut off from all objective information 
and alternative viewpoints from abroad, even after the Helsinki Final Act (1975) 
and well into the Gorbachev era. The Westerner visiting and living in Russia 
even for brief periods suffered sensory deprivation, particularly acute when the 
authorities were jamming broadcasts from outside. Information is power. And 
without it no amount of democratization — and there was none until spring 
1988 with partially representative elections and fi nally the release of “trouble-
makers” from special psychiatric hospitals — could seriously affect the conduct 
of foreign policy. One cannot therefore sensibly fi nd among the Russian people 
an explanation of foreign policy under Soviet rule, let alone the end of the Cold 
War. It is for these reasons that the Cold War could draw to an end as the direct 
result of decisions essentially by one man, Gorbachev.

Understanding events at the time they occurred was hard enough. But even 
historians with the inestimable advantage of hindsight have found it diffi cult. 
Parallel to the Cold War we have also faced a historiographical Cold War, not 
so much between East and West — since what we would regard as scholarly his-
tory was impermissible in Russia until 1992 due to the most rigorous censorship 
and punishment for “anti-Soviet” activity in any form — as between academics 
within the West. The war in Vietnam broke a social contract within the US 
elite in the most painful manner. Thereafter few fi elds of historical inquiry as 
Cold War history have been so beset by political dispute in open and covert 
form. Moreover, resolution of factual accuracy even about Western policy was 
hindered by the fact that archives in the West were combed by the authorities to 
remove items which were not merely those vital to state security but also those 
that exposed the hypocrisy of government or embarrassed allied regimes.

Much undoubtedly still remains hidden. For these and no doubt other rea-
sons, we are unlikely for many years to see the kind of objective history one 
has learned to expect for World War I. But offi cial censorship should never be 
allowed to determine the writing of history.

So what of Soviet sources? A complaint commonly levied with justifi cation 
against histories of the Cold War is that the scholars concerned neither read 
nor speak Russian.3 It was once plausible to plead that records were closed. But 
this excuse no longer stands since much has been released following German 
reunifi cation (1990) and the collapse of the Soviet Union (1991). Relying solely 
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 Preface xi

on Western sources amounts to taking testimony from one side only in an un-
pleasant divorce. Under the rule of law no court would seriously allow such a 
practice.

Non-Russian speakers have partial access to archival documents. A great deal 
is available translated by the Cold War International History Project, in the 
National Security Archive, and from the Parallel History Project. Invaluable 
though it may be, the material is uneven. Little is offered on the earliest phase 
of the Cold War. And the focus is on dramatic episodes rather than policy over 
time. It excludes most memoirs and all secondary works, which — given contin-
ued censorship in Moscow — are critical on military matters.

A further charge is that historians focus excessively on Soviet-American rela-
tions to the exclusion of Europe.4 The assumption all too often holds that the 
Cold War was generated and sustained by Washington and Moscow alone. It 
is perhaps inevitable that history has been tilted in this direction because by far 
the greater number of specialists — with such notable exceptions at the senior 
level as Marc Trachtenberg and William Hitchcock — are Americans with little 
direct experience of Europe or knowledge of European languages. And even 
respected scholars born and bred in Europe have dismissed its role in the emer-
gence (Vojtech Mastny) and continuation (Arne Westad) of the Cold War. Yet 
how can one understand the grand peur of 1947 or the furore over the SS-20 
without direct access to West European archives? And the archives of at least 
one key Communist Party — that of Italy — are completely open to research.

This work is thus intended to fi ll both lacunae by highlighting Russia while 
giving Europe its due. No consecutive narrative yet exists that uses Russian-
language archives throughout from 1945 to 1989. The most recent works present 
only isolated episodes in Cold War history and do so with a broad brush. They 
undoubtedly contribute greatly to our understanding but they are ultimately 
unsatisfactory because consecutive narrative is critical to causal explanation 
in the writing of history. Moreover, detailed research at fi rsthand in the origi-
nal language does matter. Fingerspitzengefühl is hard enough to acquire even 
when directly immersed in the primary sources of one’s own country, let alone 
in alien archives. This was hitherto impossible without selective opening of 
documents in Moscow; the rich array of top secret Soviet documents held by 
the Bundesarchiv (notably the SED archive in Berlin); and the extraordinary 
Russian collections at the Hoover Institution archive at Stanford (the Kataev 
Papers on military matters, for instance); the Volkogonov Papers in the Library 
of Congress; and the National Security Archive in Washington DC.

The specialist reader will immediately note that references to secondary 
sources are few and far between. This is because I have tried to rely as far as 
possible on declassifi ed documents and interviews. To do this would have been 
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xii Preface

impossible if required to weave through the narrative a running commentary 
on all prior interpretations of Soviet policy. So readers will have to bear with 
me, assume that I am familiar with what has gone before, and judge my inter-
pretation against existing knowledge of events derived from my predecessors. 
Moreover, aggrieved historians should recall that the mass of pioneering re-
search conducted by such political scientists as Alex Dallin and Adam Ulam 
years before any archive was open has largely been neglected by historians of 
the Cold War, as has much of the pioneering work in any language other than 
English where not available in translation.

Archives were critical to this book: Birmingham University Library Archive; 
Churchill College Archives (Cambridge); CIA Electronic Reading Room (In-
ternet); Eisenhower Library and Archive (Abilene, Kansas); Quai d’Orsay ar-
chive (Paris); Fondazione Gramsci (PCI) archive (Rome); Hoover Institution 
archive (Stanford, California); Library of Congress (Washington DC); Liddell 
Hart Archive (King’s College, London); National Security Archive (Washing-
ton DC); Kennedy Library and Archive (Boston, Massachusetts); Labour Party 
Archives (Manchester University); Lyndon Johnson Library and Archive (Aus-
tin, Texas); National Archives (Kew); Library of Congress Manuscripts Division 
(Washington DC); Firestone Memorial Library (Princeton University); Rus-
sian Centre for the Preservation and Study of Documents of Contemporary 
History (RTsKhIDNI), now the Russian State Archive of Socio-Political His-
tory (RGASPI); Russian Foreign Ministry Archive (AVPRF, Moscow); SAPMO 
(Bundesarchiv, Berlin); Truman Library and Archive (Independence, Mis-
souri); US National Archives (College Park, Maryland); the Widener Library 
(Harvard University).

Without direct access to some of those involved in policy making and execu-
tion, however, it would have been diffi cult to make full sense of events so  distant 
from us now. I would therefore like to acknowledge crucial assistance from the 
following on key points of detail over the past twenty years, some befriended 
and some now unfortunately deceased (in italics): Egon Bahr, Lucius Battle, 
Tony Bishop, Sir Rodric Braithwaite, Harold Brown, Mary Acheson Bundy, 
Sir Bryan Cartledge, Anatoly Chernyaev, Vyacheslav Dashichev, Vladimir Ero-
feev, Dr. Stefan Halper, Sir Nicholas Henderson, John Hines, Viktor Israelyan, 
the Kennans, Sir John Killick, Tatyana Litvinova, Paul Nitze, William (“Bill”) 
Odom, Baroness Park of Monmouth, Phillip Petersen, Lord Powell of Bayswater, 
James Schlesinger, Brent Scowcroft, Georgii Shakhnazarov, Sir John Thomson, 
George Walden, and others who have preferred to remain anonymous.

The following kindly read and commented on all or part of the manuscript 
in its various guises: Sir Nicholas Henderson, Peter Hennessy, David Holloway, 
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 Preface xiii

Mark Kramer, Baroness Park, Silvio Pons, Lord Powell, David Reynolds, Bren-
dan Simms, Sir John Thomson, and Marc Trachtenberg. And I should record 
here belated recognition of the late Alex Dallin of Stanford University, who 
counselled me judiciously on elements of this work even before it had been 
fully conceived. Time spent at Stanford, Berkeley, Yale, and Harvard greatly 
illuminated my understanding, as did a two-year appointment at the Johns Hop-
kins University School of Advanced International Studies at the height of the 
Reagan administration, just down embassy row. Others whom I should thank 
for directing me to sources include Lloyd Gardner, Gordon Barrass, and Timo-
thy Garton-Ash. Of course, no one bears responsibility for the following other 
than myself.
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1

UNDERLYING ANTAGONISMS

Without international revolution neither the Soviet Union nor any other  [socialist] 
country can triumph. Without international revolution no one can triumph. We 
have to increase the number of our friends.

—Molotov, 26 August 1979

The Cold War did not, of course, burst in suddenly onto an entirely harmo-
nious world. But there was something peculiar about it—and not merely the 
fact that nuclear weapons deterred open warfare between Superpowers. The 
confl ict had deep-seated ideological foundations that outlasted leaders who dif-
fered in the degree of attachment to fundamental principle in the conduct of 
foreign policy. On the grand scale of history the Cold War stemmed directly 
from a thoroughgoing revolt against Western values established since the En-
lightenment, a wholesale rejection of an entire way of life and its economic 
underpinnings increasingly dominant since the seventeenth century, and the 
substitution of something new and entirely alien in terms of culture and experi-
ence. That revolt began with the October Revolution in 1917.

It was largely because of a recent history of deep suspicion and mutual hos-
tility that common cause was never recognized in confronting Hitler before 
the war and that the United States never actually signed an alliance with the 
USSR during World War II. Indeed, a veritable cold war prevailed between 
Britain and Russia through most of the 1920s. George Kennan attacked the 
view that the “state of sharp confl ict and tension” between East and West began 
only in 1945 as “erroneous.” “Never were American relations with Russia at a 
lower ebb than in the fi rst sixteen years after the Bolshevik seizure of power 
in 1917.”1 Thus even when German aggression temporarily brought the two 
camps together in joint opposition to Hitler’s bid for global supremacy in 1941, 
those relations were never as good in private as they were represented in  public. 
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2 Underlying Antagonisms

Furthermore, they were regarded with far greater suspicion from Moscow 
than Western leaders ever imagined. It therefore makes sense to seek the roots 
of the Cold War in the fetid undergrowth of relations mired in mistrust well 
before 1945.

THE OCTOBER REVOLUTION

The Bolshevik seizure of power in November 1917 launched in the name of 
an Enlightenment philosophy was implemented in one of the most backward 
countries in Europe. Thus from the very beginning the gap between vision and 
reality, dream and nightmare, already wide under Lenin, very soon stretched 
to breaking point under Stalin. The revolution threatened chaos to an inter-
national system already shaken by an unexpectedly long and destructive war. 
Since the French revolutionary wars the European states system had reasserted 
the principle that the preservation of that system was the paramount objective 
and that within it foreign policy should be conducted on the principle known 
as “reasons of state”: whereby the safety of the state far outweighed any other 
value, whether religious or ideological. The secular universalist goals of the 
French Revolution that challenged this idea had been successfully contained 
by war and postwar diplomacy. The United States, never fully committed to 
this doctrine, self-consciously excluded itself from the system; and thereby rep-
resented no challenge to it. But from 1917 in both domestic and foreign policies 
Soviet Russia mounted a fearsome front to a world based on capitalist founda-
tions which the Great Powers were determined to protect.

The comprehensive nationalization of industry involved the expropriation 
of foreign capital without compensation. And even before the regime took this 
unprecedented measure, it had antagonized the West by refusing to recognize 
treaties previously concluded in secret by the tsarist and provisional govern-
ments. Soviet Russia then affronted the world by publishing those treaties. This 
was a symptomatic challenge to practices long established in European diplo-
macy since the inception of the modern state. On seizing power, the Bolshe-
viks also offered an immediate ceasefi re to the belligerents in World War I, 
with conditions for a general peace that included liberation of colonies and 
dependant, oppressed, and deprived nations. And, absent any response, they 
concluded a separate peace with Berlin, thus closing the Eastern Front. They 
called on workers of all lands to bring down bourgeois governments and install 
soviets. They refused to recognize all debts contracted by the Russian govern-
ment from other governments as well as private banks.

The states system had not witnessed such a wholesale threat to its integ-
rity and customs—commonly proclaimed as Western civilization—since the 

4 OH I 6 J PE J :QOOF O 0 HA , 3 I PE P ? : R HQPF J P PE 3 HH C PE HH = H JFR OFP 8 OO 
8 9Q OP 2? 0 JP H EPP , ? JP H Q OP I HF? J PPFJDE I A P FH PF J.A 1-'

0 P A C I J PPFJDE I J , ,

0
FD

EP
=

H
JF

R
OF

P
8

OO
/

HH
FD

EP
O

O
R

A



 Underlying Antagonisms 3

 revolution in France of 1789. And that threat had by 1794 precipitated military 
intervention, led thereafter by Britain, whose publicly expressed concerns for 
the balance of power were inextricably enmeshed in privately articulated fears 
of insurrection at home. For the Bolsheviks, hostility from the capitalist world 
was only to be expected, not least because the parallels with 1789 were to the 
forefront of their minds, as was the brutal fate of the Paris Commune in 1871. 
“The Russian working class will win their freedom and give an impetus to Eu-
rope by their revolutionary action,” Lenin had promised in 1907.2 Indeed, “the 
Russian revolution can achieve victory by its own efforts,” Lenin wrote, “but it 
cannot possibly hold and consolidate its gains by its own strength. It cannot do 
this unless there is a socialist revolution in the West. Without this condition 
restoration is inevitable.”3 “The Russian revolution has a great international 
ally both in Europe and in Asia, but, at the same time, and for that very reason, 
it has not only a national, not only a Russian, but also an international enemy. 
Reaction against the mounting proletarian struggle is inevitable in all capital-
ist countries, and it is uniting the bourgeois governments of the whole world 
against every popular movement, against every revolution both in Asia and, 
particularly, in Europe.”4

After the Bolsheviks seized power in November 1917, confl ict with the capi-
talist world arose persistently over backing for revolution abroad, refusal to rec-
ognize and repay debts incurred prior to the revolution, and Lenin’s resolute 
opposition to compensation for assets. Britain was most disturbed by revolution-
ary propaganda; France and the United States were initially most concerned 
about monetary loss. These differences and the deeply entrenched reservations 
about cooperation that arose from them were later merely suppressed by the 
exigencies of war in 1941–45, not completely expunged.

From 1917 Moscow’s continued support for world revolution drove it head-
long into collision with the swollen and tottering British Empire, now at its 
height. In Europe, too, the spectre of revolution stalked the streets. The high 
point of misplaced euphoria on the part of the Bolsheviks occurred when the 
prospect of conquering Poland emerged in July 1920. Lenin declared “the situ-
ation in Comintern” to be “superb.” “My personal opinion,” he wrote, “is that 
for this we need to sovietise Hungary, and perhaps, also Czechoslovakia and 
Romania.”5 Only Karl Radek voiced skepticism. It was, he agreed, entirely pos-
sible that a revolution in Italy would transform the scene. “But in any case we 
must refrain from the method of sounding out the international situation with 
the aid of bayonets. The bayonet would be good if it were necessary to aid a 
particular revolution, but for seeing how the land lies in this or that country we 
have another weapon—Marxism, and for this we do not need to call upon Red 
Army soldiers.”6
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4 Underlying Antagonisms

Some even saw support for foreign revolution as a bargaining chip. After the 
Red Army evacuated Poland, First Deputy Commissar for Foreign Affairs Lev 
Karakhan pressed for the invasion and occupation of Persia so that, in his words, 
“we become for England a serious and immediate menace and that we place 
our aggression in the East in direct dependence on England’s policy toward 
us: we respond blow for blow.” Lenin sensibly rejected the advice, and in fact 
Russia dropped its armed support for revolutionaries in northern Iran (Ghilan) 
within a year.7 They retreated without a quid pro quo. But the surrender to com-
mon sense was hard to accept. A bitter Azeri communist leader, Narimanov, 
protested to Stalin: “And where would we have stood now with the Entente, 
had we not killed the liberation movement in Persia through Rothstein [the 
Soviet envoy in Tehran]?” “We would have the power to dictate to the Entente! 
Two critical places—the Straits [the Bosphorous] and the gates to India—would 
stand within our immediate infl uence.”8

Revolutionary war no longer an immediate option, Lenin separated out the 
organization and pursuit of world revolution from day-to-day diplomacy. The 
Commissariat of Foreign Affairs (Narkomindel) handled the latter. Revolution 
was promoted by the Communist International, or Comintern. Having failed 
to expunge the revolution in 1918–19, Britain under liberal Prime Minister Da-
vid Lloyd George naïvely assumed that Moscow would adjust to the prevailing 
world order run by the Great Powers in a capitalist international states system. 
These moves were also determined by the dual need to revive trade and settle 
the peace of Europe, which would in turn improve dismal economic prospects. 
Thus in March 1921 Britain reluctantly signed a trade agreement with Moscow 
effectively establishing diplomatic relations with the new regime.9

To meet British anxieties, each signatory agreed to refrain “from hostile ac-
tion or undertakings against the other and from conducting outside of its own 
borders any offi cial propaganda direct or indirect against the institutions of the 
British Empire of the Russian Soviet Republic.” For Moscow this was a dead 
letter on signature, since it maintained that Comintern was unconnected with 
the Soviet government and was therefore not bound by such terms: “I think we 
shall ultimately emerge on top as a result of our fi rm stand that the Communist 
International is not a governmental institution,” Lenin wrote, adding that “any 
attempt to present us seriously with an ultimatum that we get rid of the Com-
munist International is inexcusable. However, the emphasis laid on the matter 
shows where the shoe pinches and what displeases them in our policy.”10

This dual policy, which epitomized the distance between the need for Bol-
shevik accommodation to failed world revolution and the belief that this rev-
olution was not only essential but inevitable disrupted relations with all the 
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 Underlying Antagonisms 5

Powers in the following decades; indeed, until the very end of the regime. But 
at any given moment a Power divided against the rest would need a measure 
of alignment with Moscow, albeit merely for short-term purposes.11 Lenin re-
minded his followers, “We have often said that an alliance with one imperialist 
state against another to consolidate the socialist republic is not objectionable 
in point of principle.”12 This was known as the exploitation of inter-imperialist 
contradictions.

Moscow engaged in a risky gamble. Chief of Staff Mikhail Tukhachevsky 
argued that “neither the Red Army nor the country is ready for war.”13 The risk 
was by no means as great as the Russians imagined, though the fact that the 
Red Army comprised a mere 610,000 men along more than 50,000 kilometers 
of frontier from Leningrad to Vladivostok, and the absence of an independent 
arms industry to secure the country’s borders against any combination of adver-
saries at the level of technology of the Great Powers, certainly gave them good 
reason to be nervous. Yet the idea that Moscow should therefore stand back 
and avoid trouble prompted contempt from most if not all, including the rising 
fi gure in the Soviet regime, Stalin: “Would it not be dangerous to support the 
liberation movement in China? Does this not set us at loggerheads with other 
countries?” he said, responding to questions from an audience at Sverdlovsk 
University. “Would it not be better to establish for ourselves ‘spheres of infl u-
ence’ in China in common with other ‘leading Powers”’ and gain something to 
our advantage in China? It would be both useful and safe,” he suggested ironi-
cally.14 Naturally, the Bolsheviks hoped to win China entirely for themselves. 
Only when that failed, in the spring of 1927, and London broke off diplomatic 
relations did lesser options appear acceptable—indeed, essential—in the belief 
that part of China was better than none. The war scare that resulted—to which 
Stalin was indifferent—was fuelled, though not caused, by these events. But the 
drama highlighted the urgency of rapid and forced industrialization, without 
which the USSR would sooner or later fall prey to its enemies. And it was the 
hard man of the regime, Stalin, who lashed himself irrevocably to that towering 
mast in 1929.

STALIN IN POWER

Iosif Stalin (Dzhugashvili), self-styled “man of steel,” was born on 21 De-
cember 1879 in Gori, Georgia. A member of the Party (then the Russian Social 
Democratic Labor Party) from 1898, for which expulsion from his seminary was 
an inevitable result, he did not come into prominence until well after the Oc-
tober Revolution. A man in the shadows, who consistently voiced skepticism of 
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6 Underlying Antagonisms

foreign revolutions, whose only foreign language was Russian, instead he took 
to committee work. And on 3 April 1922 he assumed the unglamorous and ap-
parently unrewarding task of becoming General Secretary of the Party, a purely 
bureaucratic position. It was, however, by means of organization and unrelent-
ing control over the apparatus, including personnel, that he secured an indirect 
path to power. Lev Trotsky, a much more brilliant man and the second great fi g-
ure of the revolution, never understood how such a mediocrity could triumph; 
but then Trotsky made others nervous, while Stalin put them at ease; Trotsky 
could not be bothered to attend meetings even of crucial importance out of im-
patience or pique, whereas Stalin never missed one. And of course Trotsky was 
the cosmopolitan Jew—a man of culture fl uent in several languages, whereas 
Stalin at times struggled with comprehensible Russian pronunciation. It was as 
though the Party favored someone more reassuringly familiar, with all the traits 
Trotsky lacked and who was deprived of all the qualities Trotsky possessed.15

A handsome Caucasian as a young man—swarthy, black-haired, moustached, 
with seductive dark eyes—Stalin was nevertheless deeply troubled. And to the 
surprise of the unsuspecting visitor he was small—no more than fi ve feet four 
at most, his left lower arm incapacitated from a childhood accident, the torso 
too short for his arms and legs. As he aged, his eyes took on a yellowish appear-
ance, perhaps from gallstones or jaundice, his faced pockmarked, his poor teeth 
discolored by tobacco, his thinning hair increasingly gray, a paunch emerging 
under the colorless costume. And like those who worked for him, that Kremlin 
pallor—white-faced with a strange touch of red on the cheeks—resulting from 
working long hours late at night and into the early morning, a demanding re-
quirement that created a tortuous schedule for subordinates with families they 
scarcely saw.

Stalin was the great dissimulator: in public the modest, thoughtful, shrewd, 
self-controlled, benign fi gure, willing to listen while he walked the room and 
puffed on his pipe or doodled wolves on a pad with a red crayon, yet capable of 
tough decisions. Stalin the modernizer of backward Russia: this was the states-
man gullible foreigners, such as Lady Astor, were pleased to meet; the familiar 
face of reason who charmed them all. Yet he epitomized backwardness in its 
Eurasian form, as distant from the Enlightenment as the Byzantine church 
that educated him was from the nonconformist congregations of New England. 
Away from prying eyes the ever-brooding, sometimes brutal, vindictive, psycho-
pathic and occasionally paranoid mind-set of a tribal chieftain familiar to the 
mountains of the Caucasus or, indeed, tsar and executioner in early Russia: 
reminiscent of Ivan the Terrible in Sergei Eisenshtein’s dark fi lm portrayal. The 
habit of solitude acquired in exile appealed to him as he aged. Those around 
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 Underlying Antagonisms 7

noticed that the closer he came to supreme power the more dark suspicion pre-
dominated. Like Oscar Wilde’s Dorian Gray, while the public image remained 
ever untouched by age and the scars of life, the true portrait in the attic showed 
the true horror of depravity.

COLLECTIVE SECURITY FAILS

In January 1929 Stalin embarked on the fi rst fi ve-year plan of industrializa-
tion. His immediate obsession was with the maintenance and amplifi cation of 
the state. “The Russian tsars did a great deal that was bad,” he acknowledged. 
“They robbed and enslaved the people. They waged wars and seized territories 
in the interests of the landowners. But they did one thing that was good—they 
amassed an enormous state, all the way to Kamchatka. We have inherited that 
state.”16 But survival and expansion required rapid industrialization. The irony 
was that this was to be obtained through extensive importation of capital goods 
and know-how from the West. Indeed, Stalin later freely acknowledged “that 
the United States had greatly assisted Soviet industry—perhaps two-thirds of all 
large plants in the Soviet Union had been constructed with American help or 
experience.”17

While domestic construction was advancing at breakneck speed, the need to 
ensure that capitalists were at one another’s throats instead prompted Stalin to 
bet on German nationalism, however extreme, against France.18 Comintern 
thus sustained its attacks on social democracy even when it was obvious that 
this would open the path to power for Hitler.19 The real price for participating 
in schemes to destroy the British and French empires would be billed later. 
Once Hitler attained power, he turned against Moscow and attempted to build 
a coalition against the Bolsheviks in an anticommunist front.

By the time Stalin was fully conscious of the danger, fundamental ideologi-
cal differences made a coalition between West European democracies and Rus-
sia impossible despite the best efforts of Commissar for Foreign Affairs Maxim 
Litvinov, who somehow hoped against hope that reasons of state would win 
out. On 13 September 1938 Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain wrote to King 
George VI of his trip to see Hitler. The purpose was Anglo-German understand-
ing. Chamberlain intended to outline “the prospect of Germany and England 
as the two pillars of European peace and buttresses against Communism.”20 
Indeed, “One of Neville Chamberlain’s motives,” recalled parliamentary pri-
vate secretary, Lord Home, who was with him at Munich, “in trying to dissuade 
Hitler from war and in doing so to risk slipping over the edge of reconciliation 
into the pit of appeasement, was that he felt certain in his mind that if Europe 
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8 Underlying Antagonisms

weakened itself in another war, Russia would try to dominate the continent of 
Europe.”21

After the turn of the tide in the war against Germany, the sinister Deputy 
Commissar for Foreign Affairs Andrei Vyshinsky commented that “if only 
England had invited Russia to Munich the result might have been the happy 
position obtaining to-day, and, who knows, perhaps no war.”22 Having led the 
anti-Bolshevik cause in 1918–19, by the end of 1933 Winston Churchill resolved 
that Hitler’s Germany for the time being constituted the immediate threat to 
the British Empire. Russia was thus a necessary ally. Churchill was prepared 
to take whatever terms were on offer. Watched by Stalin for his potential as 
Prime Minister and therefore ally against Germany, Churchill, however, never 
commanded suffi cient support in his own party to take power in time of peace, 
despite repeated predictions of a coup from the Soviet ambassador in London, 
Ivan Maisky.23 According to Lev Helfand who defected as ambassador in Rome 
(July 1940), Stalin appears to have been willing to reach agreement with Lon-
don up to mid-June 1939. But Chamberlain began maneuvering to prevent any 
westward expansion of Soviet forces.24 This matches Molotov’s ultimatum to 
Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax on 10 June: “We consider that without a guaran-
tee for the security of the northwestern boundaries of the USSR by means of a 
decisive countermeasures of the three treaty partners against direct or indirect 
attack by the aggressor on Estonia, Latvia, or Finland, it will be impossible to 
satisfy public opinion in the Soviet Union.”25

FROM PARIAH TO RELUCTANT ALLY

Helfand told the British that Stalin had been “nibbling” for an agreement 
with Hitler for quite some time. The search for an understanding with Britain 
was nothing more than a consequence of deep-seated and sustained Nazi hos-
tility to Moscow. The change of line thus depended entirely on Berlin. Finally, 
the Germans moved. The Nazi-Soviet pact that resulted on 23 August 1939 and 
the friendship pact on 30 September divided Poland and placed the fate of the 
Baltic states in Soviet hands. Stalin saw this as preempting a further division of 
Eastern Europe along the lines of the Munich settlement. “In Moscow,” Maisky 
surmised, “they are not expecting war; they are counting on a new Munich.”26 
And once war did break out, Maisky the former Menshevik (moderates of 
the revolution) believed capitalism could not survive.27 Stalin welcomed war 
between Britain, France, and Germany in September 1939: “We can see noth-
ing wrong in their having a good hard fi ght and weakening each other,” he 
said. “It would be fi ne,” he added, “if at the hands of Germany the position of 
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 Underlying Antagonisms 9

the richest capitalist countries (especially England) were shaken.” Hitler was 
thereby “without understanding it or desiring it, shaking and undermining the 
capitalist system.” Russia could “maneuver, pit one side against the other to set 
them fi ghting with each other as fi ercely as possible.”28

Hard though it may be to believe, prospects for revolution in Germany had 
yet to be extinguished.29 At Comintern headquarters Secretary-General Georgi 
Dimitrov told subordinates that the Nazi-Soviet pact exerted “revolutionary 
infl uence” on Germany, where the Nazi Party was “not homogenous but a 
heterogeneous party.” Socialism was once again on the agenda. The most likely 
scenario was “victory of the Anglo-French imperialists underpinned by Amer-
ica” which would “mean the exhaustion of all the Powers. In such a scenario 
the outlook for the working-class in Germany would not be so bad.”30

It is, moreover, worth remembering that the USSR fought Germany only as 
a result of invasion on 22 June 1941, and that the United States did so only as a 
result of Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor and Hitler’s declaration of war on 7 and 
8 December 1941 respectively. What was the fi rst item of Stalin’s instructions 
to his new intelligence chief in Washington that December? “See to it that 
Churchill and the Americans do not conclude a separate peace with Hitler and 
that they don’t jointly move against the Soviet Union.”31

On the eve of Germany’s invasion of Russia, Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s deputy, had 
fl own to Britain. Soviet spy Kim Philby reported that Hess had “brought peace 
proposals with him.”32 Hess claimed to have come to England “to conclude a 
compromise peace that must put an end to the increasing exhaustion of the 
two warring countries and prevent the fi nal liquidation of the British Empire as 
a stabilising force.” He also claimed continuing loyalty to Hitler and believed 
“that in England there is a strongly anti-Churchill party standing for peace, 
which with his [Hess’s] arrival will receive powerful stimulus in the struggle for 
the conclusion of peace.” Philby considered “that the time for peace negotia-
tions has not yet come, but that in the course of the further progress of the war 
Hess could become the centre of intrigues for the conclusion of a compromise 
peace and will be of value to the peace party in England and to Hitler.”33

At this stage Stalin saw raw intelligence. An analytical service designed to 
check and fi lter what came in was not established until the end of 1943.34 Its ab-
sence meant that Stalin was free to pick and choose among its products without 
restraint for what fi tted in with his prejudices.

Philby’s unfortunate warning was to haunt Stalin after the invasion, partic-
ularly when Russia was on its knees at Stalingrad. The invasion took Stalin 
entirely by surprise. He secretly initiated peace feelers to Germany in a futile 
effort to stem the tide of Russian blood and the humiliating loss en masse of 
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10 Underlying Antagonisms

Russian territory. Pavel Sudoplatov of the NKVD was summoned to see Beria 
and told that Moscow had decided to clarify the terms Germany might ac-
cept for a compromise peace. It would give space to maneuver and allow time 
to recuperate. This was to be done through the Bulgarian ambassador whose 
outgoing telegrams were monitored by the NKVD. The meeting took place at 
the Aragvi restaurant and at a particular table wired by the services.35 It was not 
known what, if anything, resulted, but it showed just how desperate Stalin had 
become, even if subsequently he drew back from the likely consequences.

After catastrophic defeats in the summer of 1941, Soviet forces fi nally recov-
ered the initiative. Stalin emphasized how important it was “to know whether 
we shall have to fi ght at the Peace Conference in order to get our western 
frontiers.” He warned Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden that “our people who 
are fi ghting with such heavy losses at the front, losses in blood and tears, if they 
were to hear this bargaining that is going on as to the restoration of our legiti-
mate frontiers, it would make my position and . . . Molotov’s extremely diffi cult. 
We are fi ghting,” Stalin emphasized, “not for the interests of the Roi de Prusse, 
but for our own frontiers.”36 But all was lost by late March 1942 when Stalin 
overreacted and exposed his men to devastating counterattacks.

Indeed, the greatest danger appeared to be a Russian defeat at the hands of 
Germany. Churchill wrote to Eden: “No one can foresee how the balance of 
power will lie or where the winning armies will stand at the end of the war. It 
seems probable, however, that the United States and the British Empire, far 
from being exhausted, will be the most powerfully armed and economic bloc 
the world has ever seen, and that the Soviet Union will then need our aid in 
reconstruction far more than we shall need theirs.”37 A degree of complacency 
about Russia lingered. Thus even though from the outset of the alliance a sense 
of rivalry with Moscow persisted in London, it was assuaged at the top by the 
illusion that Russia would emerge from war far weaker than at the outset.

Barely a week later Maisky had informed his superiors that although Britain 
was relieved at the opening of the Eastern front, “for many this feeling is mixed 
with the secret thought that now it would be possible to dump the main weight 
of the struggle with the German military machine onto the shoulders of oth-
ers.” The most reactionary elements hoped that “England will by some means 
or another come out of the game without serious loss and, perhaps, even with 
profi t.”38 Stalin, not needing encouragement, informed Maisky: “In essence, 
the English government is helping the Hitlerites by its passive policy of waiting. 
The Hitlerites want to beat their opponents one by one—today the Russians, 
tomorrow the English. The fact that England is applauding us and uses foul 
language against the Germans in no way changes the situation. Do the English 
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 Underlying Antagonisms 11

understand this? I think they understand. What do they want? It seems they 
want us to be weakened,” Stalin concluded.39

Circumstantial information was suffi cient to set Stalin glooming. Britain’s 
Minister of Aircraft Production, John Moore-Brabazon, indiscreetly expressed 
the wish that Russia and Germany wipe one another out, leaving Britain the op-
portunity to hold the balance (almost exactly Stalin’s calculation in the autumn 
of 1939 with regard to Britain and Germany).40 Germany, Stalin claimed, hoped 
“to set up a general coalition against the USSR, draw Great Britain and the 
United States into this coalition, intimidating the ruling circles of these coun-
tries beforehand with the spectre of revolution, thereby completely isolating 
our country from the other Powers.” Hess had been sent to Britain in May 1941, 
he argued, “to convince England to join in a general attack on the USSR.”41

These suspicions submerged when fi ghting was going relatively well for Mos-
cow. Correspondingly, like unexploded ordnance buried beneath a thin layer of 
soil, they burst to the surface when the Soviet counteroffensive launched in the 
autumn of 1941 broke by the spring of 1942. Furthermore, the failure to predict 
correctly the direction of the German spring offensive—which, instead of aim-
ing at Moscow, targeted Stalingrad to the southeast—nearly cost Russia the war. 
Stalin lost battle after battle. And on 20 May the Kerch peninsula fell again to 
Germany. The failure of Soviet arms heightened Stalin’s barely contained sus-
picions of Churchill’s intentions. The absence of a second front in France ap-
peared deliberately calculated to ensure the further weakening of Russia. Even 
war correspondent Ilya Ehrenburg “was convinced that the British would only 
establish a second front if it became clear that the Russians were either being 
defeated or were about to be victorious. He said that in pursuing such a policy 
Britain was running the risk of incurring the lasting hatred not only of the Rus-
sians but of all Europe no matter which side won the war.”42

Maisky told Eden that “it seemed to his Government, they had been fi ghting 
for 16 months practically alone. By a superhuman effort they had repelled the 
German attack and had even passed to the offensive. They were now on the 
eve of further great trials . . . what they hoped for was that we should take off 
their shoulders the burden of 30 to 40 divisions. . . . While . . . Maisky said he 
understood the diffi culties that confronted us in the creation of a second front, 
I would understand that the fact that Russia had to bear virtually the whole 
burden created a measure of resentment, even bitterness, in Moscow.”43 By the 
time Molotov opened negotiations for a full alliance on 21 May 1942, Stalin’s 
reckless military gambling on a massive series of counteroffensives had failed. 
The collapse of the front on the Kerch peninsula a day earlier had further un-
dermined his waning diplomatic leverage. Moscow was once again staring in 
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12 Underlying Antagonisms

the face the prospect of complete collapse. Thus, although the treaty was not 
without signifi cance, it was the opening of a second front in France that was the 
primary Soviet goal.

Accordingly, when Molotov was denied Britain’s recognition of the enlarged 
Soviet frontiers as of 21 June 1941, Stalin unexpectedly told him to settle on the 
basis of the British draft that left frontier recognition aside. The Anglo-Soviet 
treaty was therefore speedily concluded on 26 May 1942. Signs of desperation on 
Molotov’s part were no less evident in his insistence that “the weeks and months 
ahead will be an especially diffi cult time,” when Hitler would make a desperate 
attempt to wipe out the Red Army. Hence the immediate need for a second 
front. The question was now “more severe” than ever before. The forces of the 
Germans “surpass our forces,” Molotov emphasized.44 The balance of power 
lay with the enemy. Hitler could draw on reserves throughout the European 
subcontinent. Molotov thus proposed that Anglo-American troops draw off at 
least forty divisions from the Russian front that summer and autumn. If the al-
lies were determined to lock Russia into a particular postwar framework, surely 
now was the time to have done it.

US President Franklin Roosevelt refused to sign anything, even in secret, that 
recognized Soviet annexation of the Baltic states, and in the Balkans Bessara-
bia and Bukovina, on the grounds that public opinion was not ready for this.45 
Moreover, a Soviet defeat seemed all too likely. In Washington on 29 May Mo-
lotov bluntly warned that “the Red Army might not be able to hold out against 
the Nazis.”46 Although the fi nal communiqué implied that full agreement had 
been secured to launch a second front, this was done at Soviet request largely 
for its impact on Berlin.

The acute problem of securing the second front remained, however. The 
military in both Britain and the United States insisted that the logistics were 
not yet available, landing craft in particular. Moscow now had an alibi against 
the West in the event of German forces infl icting further serious defeats, which 
now occurred and to a degree unimaginable in the fevered optimism of the pre-
vious winter. As far as the Russians were concerned this was the turning point of 
the war. A revealing echo of suspicions can be found in Andrei Gromyko’s com-
ment to his son many years later. In 1941–42 Gromyko—whose spoken English 
was then incomprehensible—had been deputy head of mission at the Soviet 
embassy in Washington. He told his son that the Cold War “began as ‘the secret 
cold war,’ accompanying the ‘hot’ war, as the allies at Churchill’s insistence 
without justifi cation delayed the opening of the second front in Europe.”47 Cer-
tainly Moscow acted on that assumption. The degree of anxiety in the Kremlin 
is captured in Stalin’s candid acknowledgment at Tehran a year later “that had 
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 Underlying Antagonisms 13

Russia not had at her disposal such a vast territory the Germans would have 
probably won the victory.”48

The true extent of Stalin’s suspicions is revealed in an extraordinary telegram 
to Maisky. Hess was being held in reserve: “All of us in Moscow have gained the 
impression that Churchill is aiming at the defeat of the USSR, in order then 
to come to terms with the Germany of Hitler or Brüning at the expense of our 
country.”49 These unfounded allegations did not disappear entirely as Soviet 
troops fi nally burst through German lines and pushed the Wehrmacht back 
from Stalingrad; defeating it at Kursk in July 1943 due largely to knowledge of 
Hitler’s plans via military intelligence (Razvedupr) residents in London—Ivan 
Sklyarov (“Briand”)—and New York—Pavel Melkishev (“Molière”).50 Cru-
cially, from January 1942 the Razvedupr had been receiving from agent “Dolly” 
at the War Offi ce copies of decrypted German diplomatic and military tele-
grams. They arrived in such quantity that “Briand” asked permission to send it 
by “normal mail” to avoid overloading wireless transmissions.51

PREPARING FOR TEHRAN

En route to Tehran in November 1943 former ambassador Maisky, now dep-
uty commissar, warned the British that a winter offensive in December might 
drive Germany out of Russia altogether. “If this happened before the second 
front opened, it would crystalise Russian opinion that they had beaten Ger-
many and would create [a] diffi cult post-war position.”52 The opening of a sec-
ond front in France was still Stalin’s fi rst priority. Thanks to “Briand” he knew 
in detail of Operation Overlord but had no indication when it would come 
into effect. Moreover, on 9 October “Briand” reported, “The second front in 
Western Europe is not being opened for purely political reasons. . . . Above all 
our allies fear a Russian invasion of Germany as this could, they think here, 
precipitate communist revolutions in every country of Europe.”53

Other factors also weighed in the balance of mistrust. Before the allied sum-
mit Moscow faced the prospect of a postwar federation in Europe. This had 
been encouraged from London and Washington, spurred on by Irish Cath-
olic Owen O’Malley who had served in Moscow and currently was liaising 
with the émigré Poles. Moscow negotiated a separate treaty with the Czech 
 government-in-exile to block such a federation, signed on 12 December 1943.54 
British anxiety to contain postwar Soviet expansion was equally evident in the 
gathering of ambassadors and foreign ministers to prepare the agenda for Teh-
ran in a series of meetings at the Tripartite (Moscow) Conference which ran 
from 18 October to 11 November 1943.
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14 Underlying Antagonisms

Concerned that Moscow was misreading signals from the democracies, Lon-
don drew up a “Note on Declaration about Joint Responsibility for Europe” 
aimed at forestalling Soviet temptation to carve out their exclusive sphere of 
infl uence in Eastern Europe:

If the three great powers had separate areas of responsibility or infl uence in 
Europe, there would be grave danger that they would tend to organise these 
areas, or suspect each other of organising them, against one another. This 
might very quickly lead to friction and the division of Europe into separate 
armed camps. . . . The effect of separate spheres of responsibility would also 
cause acute nervousness among the smaller powers. This would apply partic-
ularly in Eastern Europe, where the smaller countries are naturally terrifi ed 
of Russian power.55

The trouble was that no alternative structure of international security had been 
fully identifi ed, let alone tested as workable, and the ideological divisions be-
tween East and West were deeply rooted, making impossible the level of trust 
required to dispense with traditional spheres of infl uence.

Molotov “stated that he knew of no reason to believe that the Soviet Govern-
ment would be interested in separate zones or spheres of infl uence and he could 
guarantee that there was no disposition on the part of the Soviet Government 
to divide Europe into such separate zones.”56 Moscow nevertheless worked to 
have the British proposal withdrawn, and Litvinov, now deputy commissar, in-
sisted that “since there was no evidence that any of the three Powers here was 
seeking special areas of responsibility or infl uence he felt that to make a special 
declaration denying this would give rise to the belief that there had been some 
such intention on the part of one of the three countries here represented. He 
also inquired why it was confi ned only to Europe.”57

Only recently Litvinov had served in Washington at the request of the Ameri-
cans (1942–43). In January his wife Ivy wrote to lover Joe Freeman: “A great 
crisis is approaching. . . . It is possible that in a very short time I (we) shall be 
leaving.” Maxim was dictating his memoirs at increasing speed.58 When in-
structed to return in April, Litvinov complained to Under Secretary Sumner 
Welles “that he was unable to communicate with Stalin, whose isolation then 
bred a distorted view of the West.” He tried to talk Ivy into staying, but for fear of 
what would doubtless happen to the children they returned.59 On 4 September 
the Politburo handed Litvinov and Maisky pro forma responsibility for postwar 
planning.60

Litvinov believed in spheres of infl uence but not in the manner of Stalin and 
Molotov. Part of Litvinov’s reasoning related to his position on Poland. Having 
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 Underlying Antagonisms 15

grown up as a Jew along the anti-Semitic marches of the Russian Empire popu-
lated by Poles, and having seen Poland wreck his collective security proposals 
in the 1930s, he entirely shared the Kremlin’s determination not to allow any fu-
ture Poland the luxury of choosing its enemies. Indeed, Litvinov erupted into

a torrent of abuse against the Poles, the gist of it being that they would have to 
learn to live within their ethnographical boundaries as a small nation and give 
up the idea that they were a great power. They were arrogant people without 
the ability or power to carry out their extreme nationalism. They had ab-
surdly thought they could beat the Germans alone. . . . They were historically 
antagonistic to Russia and they had always created trouble for the peaceful 
Russians. They had to be taught a lesson or they would continue to be trouble 
makers. It was unreasonable to consider the interests of a small nation like 
the Poles when they opposed the interests of 180 million Russians. . . . Litvi-
nov talked as if he were antagonistic not only to the Government in exile in 
London but to the Poles in general. He said that, fortunately for us, Molotov 
did not feel as extremely as he did. He said the Poles were the most diffi cult 
people in the world, and then corrected himself and said “next to the Japs.”61

THE PRICE OF WESTERN IGNORANCE

Neither Britain nor the United States knew what was happening behind the 
scenes, nor could they place Litvinov’s outburst in the larger context. Intel-
ligence sources were minimal and woefully insuffi cient. Britain had decrypted 
Comintern communications in the 1930s but attention to Russia diminished 
substantially after June 1941. In 1942, however, discovery of a widespread illegal 
Soviet network by the Radio Security Service and Scotland Yard led MI6 to 
renew efforts against NKVD, Razvedupr, and Comintern communications.62 
In the United States a two-member section opened on 1 February 1943 and 
expanded in August on the back of knowledge about Soviet codes from inter-
cepted Japanese communications. Thereafter the army and navy worked to-
gether on the problem. The surreptitious training of Russian linguists also began 
in 1944.63 Progress was extremely slow, however, because Moscow used onetime 
pads. Not until the end of the war did Washington realize that some had been 
duplicated. Moreover, British efforts were substantially offset after Moscow was 
alerted to what was going on by agents within MI5. On 17 March 1943 head of 
the NKVD fi fth department—foreign intelligence—Pavel Fitin notifi ed Dimi-
trov of MI5’s systematic monthly surveys of international communist activities. 
He warned Dimitrov on 18 May 1944 that “according to information received 
by us from completely reliable sources, English counterintelligence has set up 
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16 Underlying Antagonisms

microphones in the premises belonging to the Communist Party of England. As 
a result of this measure counterintelligence receives transcripts of conversations 
that are conducted in these premises by the leading offi cials of the CC of the 
CP of England.”64

The occasional clue as to what Moscow was intending therefore usually left 
London and Washington alike innocently uncomprehending. On 30 October 
1943, “Stalin said that he was sure [US Secretary of State] Mr. [Cordell] Hull 
and [British Foreign Secretary] Mr. [Anthony] Eden had arrived with the idea 
that the Soviets were going to make a separate peace with Germany and he 
hoped that they had found out this was not going to be done.”65 This had been 
his obsession from the outset. Eden protested but failed to see what this demon-
strated about Stalin’s state of mind. It was as gloomy as in November 1942. Few 
understood. Charles (Chip) Bohlen came close, later emerging as a leading So-
vietologist in the Foreign Service.66 At Harriman’s right hand on the eve of Teh-
ran, he warned that Litvinov’s remarks indicated trouble and therefore wanted 
the forthcoming summit to settle the future of Finland, Poland, the issue of 
federations in East-Central Europe, and the 1941 borders of the USSR.67 Had 
this proved possible, the Cold War would certainly not have emerged as and 
when it did. Bohlen, however, was both junior and isolated. He could scarcely 
infl uence let alone determine the course of policy.

Allied leaders fi nally met in Tehran from 28 November to 1 December. Sta-
lin arrived serviced by Molotov’s team under the head of the Sovnarkom sec-
retariat, Ivan Lapshov, and for the Narkomindel, Boris Podtserob and Vladi-
mir (“Pinky”) Pavlov. His train from Moscow put into Baku on the evening of 
26 November, and the group fl ew into Tehran on the following morning in a 
four-engine SI-47.68 He came knowing in detail the position papers of Churchill 
and Roosevelt.69 At Tehran the White House preoccupation with the next elec-
tion made havoc of attempts to limit Soviet expectations. Moreover Roosevelt 
held to the view “that this Russian dictatorship is less dangerous to the safety of 
other nations than is the German form of dictatorship. The only weapon which 
the Russian dictatorship uses outside of its borders is communist propaganda.”70 
He was therefore inclined to wishful thinking where Stalin was concerned. 
Dining on 28 November 1943, Roosevelt blurted out “that he had only envis-
aged the sending of American planes and ships to Europe, and that England 
and the Soviet Union would have to handle the land armies in the event of any 
future threat to the peace. He went on to say that if the Japanese had not at-
tacked the United States he doubted very much if it would have been possible 
to send any American forces to Europe.”71 Given Stalin’s belief that “unless pre-

4 OH I 6 J PE J :QOOF O 0 HA , 3 I PE P ? : R HQPF J P PE 3 HH C PE HH = H JFR OFP 8 OO 
8 9Q OP 2? 0 JP H EPP , ? JP H Q OP I HF? J PPFJDE I A P FH PF J.A 1-'

0 P A C I J PPFJDE I J , ,

0
FD

EP
=

H
JF

R
OF

P
8

OO
/

HH
FD

EP
O

O
R

A



 Underlying Antagonisms 17

vented, Germany would completely recover within 15 to 20 years,”72 and given 
also his morose suspicion of the allies, certain conclusions were bound to be 
drawn from Roosevelt’s careless musings. London and Moscow were to arrange 
the affairs of postwar Europe.

This pro-Soviet stance could not have surprised Stalin. He knew from 
Razvedupr agent “Sonya” (Ursula Kuczynski) in London that Roosevelt and 
Churchill agreed at Quebec on joint efforts for an atomic bomb. But he also knew 
from “Molière” in New York that at the same meeting Roosevelt had insisted 
on the forthcoming summit with Stalin “without delay.” But that “Churchill 
suggested waiting until the situation on the Eastern front stabilized.”73 More-
over, “Molière” added, “Roosevelt’s stance in favour of the establishment of 
good relations with the USSR has strengthened above all after breaking the 
German offensive at Kursk and the Red Army’s shift to the counteroffensive. 
Roosevelt has convinced Hull that a realistic agreement with the USSR must 
be concluded because the previous policy of temporizing was bankrupt due to 
Red Army victories. The Americans are very worried about the position of the 
English after the war and wish to use the USSR as a barrier to the reinforcement 
of their infl uence in Europe, especially in the Balkans.”74

Stalin thus aired anti-British sentiments in full expectation of US approval. 
He insisted to Churchill that “just because Russians are simple people, it was 
a mistake to believe that they were blind and could not see what was before 
their eyes.”75 When he argued that “really effective measures” had to be ad-
opted to control postwar Germany and proposed liquidating 50,000 to 100,000 
of the offi cer corps, Churchill spoke out against, prompting a malicious jibe 
about “Mr. Churchill’s secret liking for the Germans.” Harriman noted that 
Stalin “did not let up on the Prime Minister through the entire evening.” Even 
when Churchill attempted to appease by suggesting that the USSR needed 
warm-water ports and that Britain would be happy to see its fl eet on the world’s 
oceans, Stalin—with the Dardanelles in mind—“said that Lord Curzon [For-
eign Secretary in 1923 at the time of the Lausanne Treaty, which cut Russia out] 
had had other ideas.”76

Stalin argued that in victory the allies “must retain possession of the impor-
tant strategic points in the world so that if Germany moved a muscle she could 
be rapidly stopped.”77 When directly challenged as to what territorial claims 
he might have in mind, Stalin was coy. But what he said was ominous in retro-
spect: “There is no need to speak at the present time about any Soviet desires, 
but when the time comes, we will speak.”78 Similarly when Roosevelt’s foreign 
policy aide Harry Hopkins raised the issue of strategic bases, Molotov held back. 
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18 Underlying Antagonisms

The problem was that Roosevelt complicated his proposal on bases by referring 
to management by a new “sovereign” body—the projected United Nations.

Uneasy at any delegated sovereignty, Molotov indicated that those states 
“responsible for securing the peace will have to see to it that the main stra-
tegic bases will be in their control.”79 At dinner Stalin’s dislike of the British 
resurfaced, chiding Field-Marshal Alan Brooke not inaccurately and repeat-
edly in a “pointed and rough” manner for being still “grim and distrustful of 
the Russians.”80 The British should have considered what access Stalin had to 
top-level memoranda within Whitehall that showed this to be on target, but 
entirely unprepared for the task of dealing with Stalin, they gave it not a mo-
ment’s thought.

Roosevelt told Stalin that territorial concessions were not possible because of 
the émigré electorate within the United States. He acknowledged that “he fully 
realized the three Baltic Republics [whose future independence had blocked 
the signature of a treaty of alliance with Moscow in 1942] had in history and 
again more recently been a part of Russia and added jokingly that when the 
Soviet armies re-occupied these areas, he did not intend to go to war with the 
Soviet Union on this point.” He just wanted some ex post facto legitimation of 
the takeover through a referendum and he “personally was confi dent that the 
people would vote to join the Soviet Union.” Roosevelt then suggested that he 
agreed with Stalin on moving Poland westwards even to the Oder. But he could 
not participate in decisions on this either at Tehran or even, after re-election, 
the following winter.81

Thus Roosevelt simultaneously counted himself out of the fate of Europe, 
dropped heavy hints that Stalin could have his way, and left London alone with 
Moscow, deprived of any understanding as to how the president’s world security 
organization would be realized. Roosevelt’s priorities were apparent from his ca-
sual disregard for his ambassador to Moscow, Harriman, who had arrived with 
personal access but soon found himself at the mercies of a none-too-benign 
State Department. It left him isolated and despairing. Bohlen was the only spe-
cialist he had, and Bohlen was recalled to Washington. Young diplomats were 
in great demand. Those with the Russian language were a tiny minority. Har-
riman had only Llewellyn (“Tommy”) Thompson, a young and inexperienced 
third secretary. He therefore called for the most experienced Russianist in the 
service, the tall, emotionally sensitive yet intellectually hard-headed George 
Kennan, of whom he had good report; but in utter ignorance and woefully 
short of talent, State assigned Kennan to Winant on the advisory commission in 
London.82 These arrangements left Harriman virtually paralyzed, with no com-
mand of Russian and reliant entirely on interpreters. This was surely no way to 
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conduct relations with what was shortly to become the second most important 
Power in the international system. It accounted for many diffi culties that arose 
later.

THE POLISH QUESTION

Molotov once told Dimitrov: “As long as we are being pressed by the Ger-
mans, we should avoid any major, serious actions abroad,” but that “when 
things start looking up for us, that is the time to deploy everything we have.”83 
That time had now arrived. Signs all was not well in relations with the allies 
were already emerging by the end of January 1944. Pravda published rumours of 
a British peace offer to Germany. The reaction was one of “bewilderment and 
serious concern.” Harriman read it as a retreat from the spirit of cooperation 
evidenced at Tehran.84 Yet he never seriously entertained the thought that this 
symbolic retreat toward isolationism could have originated with Stalin, return-
ing to an accustomed level of mistrust after excessive exposure to the allies at 
Tehran. The issue was Poland.

Moscow’s discontent arose from the émigré refusal to reach agreement on 
the future. The liquidation of an entire section of the elite at Katyn in 1940 
was Stalin’s answer to Piłsudski’s men,85 who had consistently favored Germany 
over Russia from 1926 to 1939 with disastrous consequences for all (in the East, 
at least) concerned. Polish intransigence refl ected two substantial concerns: 
fi rst, ever since 1917 Moscow had sought to overthrow the Polish regime and 
replace it with communists; second, the division of Poland between Nazi Ger-
many and the USSR had removed whatever small potential for cooperation that 
remained. Indeed, the Polish prime minister-in-exile told Harriman (and mem-
bers of the press in London) “that the only thing that will settle Polish relations 
with the Soviet Union will be a war between the Soviet Union and the United 
States and Great Britain, with the latter countries on Poland’s side.”86

This belligerence effectively blocked prospects for resolving matters ami-
cably. Moreover, it poisoned relations between Moscow and the allies; worse 
than that, as London and Washington continued at an arithmetic rate to try to 
salvage something for an ever more demanding émigré government, Stalin’s 
morbid suspicions grew geometrically. Apart from Stalin’s fi rm indication that 
postwar Russia must have a “friendly” Poland, Moscow withdrew under a cloak 
of ambiguity as to the details of its preferred solution. Harriman complained: 
“Soviet offi cials have not been accustomed to talking things out frankly with us 
as we do with the British. They often talk by indirection and it is hard to know 
at times what is in their minds.” But for some reason, no doubt due entirely to 
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20 Underlying Antagonisms

native optimism and his ignorance of Stalin’s Russia, the ambassador drew un-
warranted conclusions worthy of an amateur: “I do not believe that the Soviet 
leaders wish to communize Poland or set up a puppet state. They are ready to 
let the Poles work out their own problems provided this results in a Poland that 
is basically friendly to the Soviet Union and is not opposed to the major foreign 
policies of the Soviet Union.”87

Such optimism proved ill placed after the uprising launched on 31 July in 
Warsaw by the London Poles in anticipation of the Red Army’s arrival. They 
hoped to have the city substantially in their own hands and failed. Moreover, 
this proved a disaster when the Red Army suffered defeat at Radzymin on 
4 August and, with the uprising well under way and its larger political purpose 
obvious to Stalin, assistance was withheld by Moscow until it was too late.88

Harriman had no sooner arrived in the spring of 1944 than Litvinov warned 
him of the trend in Soviet policy. But Harriman dismissed it (until reiterated by 
Ivy a year later, making it obvious that he should have paid attention earlier). 
His stubborn reluctance to face the worst in Moscow contrasts with Kennan, 
who fi nally returned following six years’ absence at the beginning of July 1944 
briefed, as Harriman before him, by the increasingly pessimistic and powerless 
Litvinovs. He was also given an envelope (which may have contained reminis-
cences damaging to Stalin) for Meyer—a friend of the Litvinovs, owner of the 
Washington Post. He was told that Maxim slept with a pistol under his pillow, 
intending to shoot himself and his wife in the event of the police arriving to 
take him.89 Whereas Harriman took so little notice of what Ivy had said that 
he failed even to record it at the time, Kennan, who understood the Soviet 
system, having served in Moscow through the terror, reacted very differently. 
In a memorandum composed that September, he recalled that “the men in 
the Kremlin have never abandoned their faith in that program of territorial 
and political expansion which had once commended itself so strongly to Tsar-
ist diplomatists, and which underlay the German-Russian nonaggression pact 
of 1939.” This program, he continued, “was intended not only to increase the 
physical military strength of Russia. It was intended to prevent the formation 
in central and eastern Europe of any power or coalition of powers capable of 
challenging Russian security.” The reversals suffered to these plans at the hands 
of Hitler “failed to shake Russian confi dence in the ultimate effi cacy of this 
policy of expansion. The Russian conclusion was not that the policy had been 
unsound. It was rather that it had not been carried far enough.”90

Kennan had already seen the delight with which the arrival of Soviet forces 
in Poland was greeted in Moscow.91 More important, he foresaw with unusual 
clarity what would occur when they reached Germany. The allies envisaged 
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postwar Soviet occupation of the entire northeastern segment. “As originally 
conceived,” Kennan wrote on 3 July 1944, “this was to have been part of a 
joint allied occupation, coordinated by a tripartite over-all administration of 
Berlin. Germany will, for all practical purposes, be partitioned between the 
Anglo-American and Russian forces.” Nevertheless, he added, “the Russian 
commander will administer his zone not as an integral part of Germany, in ac-
cordance with a joint plan coordinated with Anglo-American commanders, but 
as an outlying province of Russia. And in the absence of agreement with other 
powers on the political future of Germany, I cannot see these Russian occupa-
tion forces being withdrawn at an early date.”92

BRITAIN SEEKS AN ACCOMMODATION

Shorn of complacency as to the likely postwar balance of power in Europe, 
Churchill watched anxiously the extraordinary pace of Red Army progress into 
the Balkans in the spring of 1944. This was a region vital to the security of Brit-
ish shipping lanes in the eastern Mediterranean and the Suez Canal. Yet he 
had been unable to persuade Roosevelt that this was the best site for the sec-
ond front. Having reactivated MI6 operations in the area, Churchill instructed 
Eden to sound out Moscow on spheres of infl uence. This was done on 5 May. A 
fortnight later Moscow proved willing if Washington did not object. The initia-
tive leaked, however. Lincoln MacVeagh, US ambassador to the exiled Greek 
and Yugoslav governments in Cairo, waxed indignant and briefed Sulzberger 
of the New York Times. Censorship prevented publication.93 But Churchill was 
furious. Cordell Hull’s objections then further delayed matters until resolved by 
Roosevelt.94 Finally, in frustration, Churchill took himself off to Moscow.

A number of minds in distant capitals had separately converged around the 
idea of dividing Europe into spheres of infl uence. In London on 10 March 1943, 
assistant editor of the Times E. H. Carr expressed the belief that Russia had 
forsaken Bolshevism for reasons of state, that Eastern Europe would inevitably 
fall to Russian arms and remain a Soviet responsibility after the war, just as the 
postwar security of Western Europe would remain primarily in British hands. 
“If Britain’s frontier is on the Rhine,” he wrote, “it might just as pertinently be 
said—though it has not in fact been said—that Russia’s frontier is on the Oder, 
and in the same sense.” The governments in Eastern Europe could not be hos-
tile to Moscow. “The sole interest of Russia is to assure herself that her outer 
defences are in sure hands; and this interest will be best served if the lands be-
tween her frontiers and those of Germany are held by governments and peoples 
friendly to herself. That is the one condition on which Russia must and will 
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22 Underlying Antagonisms

insist.” Moscow had the power, anyway. “But,” Carr argued, “it will make all the 
difference for the future of Anglo-Russian friendship whether these lines have 
been freely approved and welcomed by Britain in advance, or whether they 
are grudgingly accepted as a fait accompli after the victory has been won.”95 
This leader and similar were quoted by Litvinov in a memorandum on “The 
Question of Joint Responsibility for Europe in Contrast to Separate Regions of 
Responsibility.”96

The assumption throughout was that spheres of infl uence were as tradition-
ally understood, as expressed by Lord Curzon in his study of Frontiers. They 
did not mean colonization and social transformation patterned according to 
the dominant Power. Carr argued that only the foreign and defense policies 
of those states falling under the neighboring Great Power would be determined 
by that Power, leaving the domestic framework intact. In Washington, journalist 
Walter Lippmann said the same. Meanwhile Litvinov, quoting Carr, produced 
a report for Stalin on the postwar shape of Europe in like manner.

Stalin was cautiously opportunistic within the emerging allied sphere of in-
fl uence. The Anglo-American occupation of southern Italy and the existence of 
a regime under General Badoglio, formerly a fascist, created particular diffi cul-
ties. Palmiro Togliatti, leader of the Communist Party (PCI), fi nally obtained 
permission to return to Italy six months after the Americans landed in Salerno. 
He outlined his program to Dimitrov just as though Comintern still existed. In 
turn Dimitrov obtained a meeting with Stalin for the night of 3–4 March 1944. 
Here Stalin reduced expectations for a major advance by the left and insisted 
the hard line of opposition to Badoglio be dropped in favor of unity among 
antifascist parties. Indeed the PCI could even join the Badoglio regime if the 
opportunity arose.97 The French were similarly instructed. Elsewhere it made 
sense to limit spheres of infl uence by express agreement.

Litvinov assumed that Britain would resume its prewar role as the leading 
Western Power. He discounted the United States, which he expected to return 
to isolation as it had after World War I.98 This position was strongly contested 
by Deputy Commissar Solomon Lozovskii, quondam General Secretary of 
Profi ntern, a fundamentalist. Lozovskii assailed “all our diplomats who think 
that if in notes and memoranda we do not mention classes, then one can also 
get by without a Marxist analysis in one’s internal reports to the Narkomindel. 
I hold to the modest opinion,” he sermonized, “that Marxist-Leninism is also 
obligatory even for diplomats, and that without the Marxist-Leninist approach 
to events in each country we are likely to make political mistakes.”99 A skeptic 
about Litvinov’s whole approach, he also pointed out, “We communists should 
know that anything which holds together the USSR, England, America, plus 
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China after the war is an extremely diffi cult business.”100 In brief, he did not see 
that any kind of international relations could transcend the class barrier.

Litvinov, of course, believed otherwise. Written between 4 August and 
15 November 1944, his report arising from discussion at the committee, “On 
the Prospects and Possible Basis for Soviet-British Co-operation,” argued that 
an agreement “can be brought about only on the basis of an amicable delimi-
tation of spheres of security in Europe on the principle of the closest neigh-
bourly  relations. The Soviet Union can consider as its maximum sphere of 
interests Finland, Sweden, Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Romania, the 
Slavic countries of the Balkan peninsula, and Turkey as well. Holland, Bel-
gium, France, Spain, Portugal and Greece can undoubtedly be included in the 
English sphere.”101

Stalin, however, never discussed such matters with Litvinov who, denied 
the diplomatic traffi c, was obliged “to confi ne himself to matters of general 
forecasting.”102 Even while working on the report, he asked to see US journalist 
Edgar Snow in private to warn Washington. On 6 October Litvinov, who for 
Snow “personifi ed the hope that a means might yet be found, after the war, to 
reconcile the ‘absolute’ truth, the infallible Stalinist truth, in some workable 
compromise with the West,” proceeded to shatter this illusion.103 “What he re-
ally saw ahead was heavy trouble for us,” Snow recalled. “Events were clearly 
placing Russia in the position of the strongest power in Europe,” Litvinov said. 
The British had always sought to counterbalance any preponderance of power 
on the Continent and would use to Americans to do so. The German problem 
divided both sides. “We will not be able to agree on a common program for 
Germany.” And in respect to Litvinov’s bugbear Poland, “The British and the 
Americans don’t even want to throw out the old crowd there!” By the time 
they sat down as allies to discuss to fate of Europe, it would be too late. And as 
to Litvinov and the few like him who remained, “We’re on the shelf. . . . This 
commissariat is run by only three men and none of them knows or understands 
America and Britain.” These people saw the nonaggression pact with Germany 
(1939) as the right move; they saw no fundamental differences between fascist 
and democratic states. Matters could have been different, Litvinov professed: 
“If we had made clear the limits of our needs, to each other, good diplomacy 
might have been able to avoid the confl ict. Now it is too late. Suspicions are too 
rife.” Roosevelt had to be told of all this, but no one else.104 The battle between 
fundamentalists and revisionists that had been played out in the 1930s over 
whether collective security against Nazi Germany was feasible was thus played 
out again over the fate of the postwar settlement, but on this occasion with 
Litvinov in opposition.
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Arriving in Moscow on 9 October to propose a division according to spheres 
of interest, Churchill knew none of this. What he had in mind was what Litvi-
nov had hoped for, but on a limited scale because this was all that Washington 
could swallow.105 Churchill pressed for predominance over not only postwar 
Greece but the Mediterranean as a whole. Moreover he asked that Moscow 
“soft-pedal the Communists in Italy and not to stir them up.” To which request 
Stalin was characteristically evasive. Nevertheless he described Togliatti as “a 
wise man, not an extremist,” who “would not start an adventure in Italy.”106 
Here Churchill stepped in where Roosevelt feared to tread, and it was evidently 
this that reinforced Stalin in his initial view that Washington did not have the 
will to world power which London, long accustomed to the role, forcefully 
exhibited under the incumbent prime minister. What neither Carr nor Lipp-
mann nor Litvinov had suspected, but Kennan had immediately assumed, was 
that spheres of infl uence would be interpreted as colonization: Bolshevization 
rather than merely the formation of old-fashioned protectorates. Just as the iso-
lationist Stalin surprised the internationalist Trotsky in 1939–40 with the soviet-
ization of part of Poland and the Baltic states, so too did he confound his allies 
by seeking to extend that model throughout Russia’s sphere of infl uence and, 
where practicable, beyond.

Kennan, alarmed at Litvinov’s warnings, immediately began sending wor-
rying dispatches when Harriman left town. State appeared uninterested. Yet, 
unknown to Kennan in brooding isolation, Roosevelt was increasingly resigned 
to a showdown with Moscow, though he felt that it would have to be avoided 
until Japan was defeated. On the evening of 4 November Hopkins spoke to Brit-
ish diplomat Michael Wright: Roosevelt “believes there is going to be another 
war, and he has made up his mind that in that war there will be a strong Britain 
on the side of the United States. He wants you strong and will help you to be 
so.”107 That this was not merely diplomatic fl attery soon became apparent (see 
below). Unaware of the president’s foreboding, on the eve of the Yalta confer-
ence Kennan characterized the Soviet Union bluntly as a “jealous Eurasian 
land power, which must always seek to extend itself to the West and will never 
fi nd a place, short of the Atlantic Ocean, where it can from its own standpoint 
safely stop.”108

Averse to focusing on personalities or ideology, Kennan insisted that the Rus-
sian problem was “the product of tradition and environment and should be 
beyond the scope of moral judgement.” Here he unknowingly echoed others in 
despairing the lack of realism in American thinking about foreign affairs: “If we 
insist at this moment in our history in wandering about with our heads in the 
clouds of Wilsonian idealism and universalistic conceptions of world collabo-
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ration, if we continue to blind ourselves to the fact that momentary peaceful 
intentions of the mass of inhabitants of Asia and eastern Europe are only the 
products of their misery and weakness and never the products of their strength, 
if we insist on staking the whole future of Europe on the assumption of a com-
munity of aims with Russia for which there is no real evidence except in our 
own wishful thinking, then we run the risk of losing even that bare minimum 
of security which would be assured to us by the maintenance of humane, stable 
and co-operative forms of human society on the immediate European shores of 
the Atlantic.” His thinking at this stage was closer to that of Churchill (shorn 
of Churchillian lapses into credulity). “Although it was evident that the realities 
of the after-war were being shaped while the war was in progress we have consis-
tently refused to make clear what our interests and our wishes were, in eastern 
and central Europe. We have refused to name any limit to Russian expansion 
and Russian responsibilities, thereby confusing the Russians and causing them 
constantly to wonder whether they are asking too little or whether it was some 
kind of trap. We have refused to face political issues and have forced others to 
face them without us.”109

The argument made was that Europe should be divided into spheres of 
infl uence. From his vantage point, Kennan pleaded that if Washington was 
not ready to go the whole hog and oppose with all the physical resources at 
American disposal the domination of Eastern Europe by a single Power “we 
should write it off, frankly acknowledge the division of Europe into spheres of 
infl uence, and have nothing to do with the Declaration on Liberated Europe.” 
Similarly, in London on the eve of Yalta, Churchill shared Kennan’s bleak pes-
simism. He asked Eden: “Why are we making a fuss about Russian deportations 
in Roumania of Saxons and others? It is understood that the Russians were 
to work their will in this sphere. Anyhow we cannot prevent them.”110 It was 
worse than that. As he told Colville: “Make no mistake, all the Balkans, except 
Greece, are going to be bolshevised; and there is nothing I can do to prevent it. 
There is nothing I can do for poor Poland either.”111

Stalin’s approach to the implementation of the precentages agreement was 
that of inertia. He would not go out of his way to help Greek communists 
against Britain. But neither would he rein them in. Greece may have been 
allocated to Britain under the agreement sketched out by Churchill to Stalin 
in October, yet the communists (KKE), heading a broad left coalition (EAM) 
and an army serving it (ELAS), knew nothing of it. They refused to disarm 
once the Germans were expelled. But Moscow was not about to countenance 
direct aid. “Taking into account the complex international position of Greece,” 
Dimitrov informed Molotov, “direct aid on the part of the Soviet Union to the 
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26 Underlying Antagonisms

Greek national liberation movement in the form of EAM and ELAS is scarcely 
possible.” All that could be suggested was “moral support” in press coverage.112 
Despite this setback, on 1 December 1944 EAM ministers resigned from the 
Papandreou government which, in turn, issued a decree declaring their army, 
ELAS, dissolved. Churchill’s anxiety lest ELAS seize power prompted him to 
reinforce troops in Athens and instruct the offi cer commanding, General Sco-
bie, to restore order “without bloodshed if possible, but also with bloodshed if 
necessary.”113

The fi ghting that escalated thereafter was never explicitly sanctioned by Mos-
cow though supported in the press. In June 1945 its informal mouthpiece New 
Times (formerly The War and the Working-Class) referred to Greece not being 
“allowed to breathe freely and enjoy the fruits of victory” and went on to attack 
the British explicitly for sustaining terror in power.114 When Polychronidis of 
the KKE asked for assistance, however, he was promptly informed “that in the 
current situation our Greek friends will not be able to count on active interven-
tion and assistance from here.” They were also told that Bulgaria would not do 
so either.115 Stalin informed the Yugoslavs that the Greeks “did not ask us about 
this.”116 “I advised not starting this fi ghting in Greece. The ELAS people should 
not have resigned from the Papandreou government. They’ve taken on more 
than they can handle,” Stalin noted on 10 January 1945. “They were evidently 
counting on the Red Army’s coming down to the Aegean. We cannot do that. 
We cannot send our troops in to Greece, either. The Greeks have acted fool-
ishly,” he concluded.117 Answering a further enquiry to Moscow, the Greeks 
were “recommended” to follow a dual strategy of mobilizing the people politi-
cally while also organizing their own self-defense. Preparations for “an armed 
uprising” were discouraged.118

Few in Washington were yet listening to voices of concern. Soviet entry into 
the Pacifi c war was critical to an early end to the struggle in the Pacifi c that was 
costing too many American lives, and to secure Soviet entry Washington not 
only bamboozled China into major territorial and extraterritorial concessions 
but also took a softer line on European issues. It was, after all, Japan that brought 
the United States into the war, however much Roosevelt accorded Europe the 
fi rst priority. Indeed the second front had been delayed in part because landing 
craft became a priority for the Pacifi c theater. Moreover, although Washington 
undoubtedly had the power, one should not assume that it had a clear and 
coherent policy. Roosevelt was a distant dreamer as well as a ruthless political 
tactician.

The allies did not discuss the fate of Japan again until mid-October 1944. 
Major General John Deane, secretary of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff, bluntly 
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put several questions to Stalin. When would he enter the war against Japan? 
How long would the operations take to prepare? And what could he do to pro-
vide support for US forces in the Pacifi c? To Deane’s surprise, Stalin responded 
positively: it would take three months to prepare; supplies would have to be 
stockpiled to enable forces to fi ght for two or three months, as it would be 
impossible for the trans-Siberian to supply sixty divisions on a day-to-day basis 
(it was currently supplying thirty divisions in the Far East); Russia would allow 
the United States to use air bases in the maritime province and on Kamchatka. 
Stalin insisted that the terms for entry had to be clarifi ed: “The Russians . . . 
had certain claims against Japan.”119 They “would have to know what they were 
fi ghting for.”120 On 14 December Stalin fetched a map from the room next 
door, drew a circle around the Liaodong peninsula, including Port Arthur and 
Dairen. Working down Malik’s checklist, Stalin told ambassador Harriman that 
he wanted to lease these areas and to control the Chinese eastern and south 
Manchurian railways. Arguing, inter alia, that “all outlets to the Pacifi c Ocean 
are now held or blocked by the enemy,” he also made the case for additional 
acquisitions further east.121 “The Soviet Union,” Stalin added, “would like to 
receive South Sakhalin, i.e., restitution of what was handed over to Japan in the 
Portsmouth Treaty, and also to receive the Kurile Islands.”122 The full account 
was presented at Yalta.

Up to the US presidential elections in November 1944, it was entirely plau-
sible for Stalin—like Litvinov—to see Britain as the effective future leader of 
the Western Europe. And those London backed, such as General Charles de 
Gaulle, who led the main resistance against the Nazis in France, were to be 
sustained in power against the communists. On 19 November Stalin broke the 
bad news to PCF General Secretary Maurice Thorez: “The situation is now 
new, different. It has afforded de Gaulle the opportunity. Now the Communist 
Party is not strong enough to knock out the government.”123

That winter a crucial sea change took place in Stalin’s thinking. From shar-
ing a core Litvinovian assumption that Washington would remain aloof with 
respect to Europe and that out of concern for rising American power Britain, 
leading Western Europe, would necessarily come to terms with Moscow, Stalin 
became convinced that the United States would displace British preeminence 
in Western Europe and unseat the USSR as a leading Power. When Edvard 
Kadelj visited Moscow on behalf of Yugoslav communist leader Tito in No-
vember 1944, barely a month after the percentages agreement between Stalin 
and Churchill, he presented notes on the international situation to Lozovskii. 
In these notes Kardelj assumed US predominance in the West after the war. “I 
don’t know what the old man [Stalin] will say to it all,” Lozovskii said. “You see, 
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28 Underlying Antagonisms

he still thinks that England is the centre of world imperialism, the main enemy 
of the proletariat, and that America plays a secondary role.”124 Between then 
and the Yalta conference, however, Stalin changed his mind. His unrelenting 
mistrust of American intentions then mounted with frightening rapidity even 
under Roosevelt. Signs of such moods had been intermittently apparent vis-à-
vis Britain in 1938 and in 1942, but not yet toward the United States and only 
toward Britain at moments of acute Soviet vulnerability. Yet victory was now in 
sight. Soviet forces were entering the heart of Europe. Washington was count-
ing on help against Japan. How could such fears be justifi ed? Even Stalin’s 
right-hand man Molotov clung to the belief that some kind of modus vivendi 
could be worked out with the West; so much so as to arouse Stalin’s deepest 
distrust. Of course, unlike Britain the United States had never signed an alli-
ance with Russia. And there were those in Washington deeply unhappy at the 
prospect of postwar aid to Moscow.
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IDEOLOGY TRIUMPHANT

Our main enemy is America. But the basic thrust must not be delivered against 
America itself.

—Stalin

The bleak contrast between glowing public affi rmations of allied solidarity 
and the growing mistrust of Washington and London toward Moscow was deeply 
disturbing. The comforting assumption that, in the end, Stalin would be pre-
pared to settle the peace of Europe along lines dictated by traditional reasons of 
state inevitably succumbed to ideological priorities resurgent in Moscow: nour-
ished by Stalin’s sullen suspicions of American aims and ambitions, heightened 
by the euphoria of victory, and augmented by the unprecedented might of the 
Red Army—eleven million strong—to dictate events on the ground.

On the eve of war Stalin had annihilated or imprisoned most serving Soviet 
diplomats as well as half his offi cer corps, with equally damaging results. And 
whereas the destruction of so many men in command can be quantifi ed to the 
extent of losses in battle, the sudden disappearance of diplomats who had lived 
and worked abroad in exile and then as diplomats for the regime was bound to 
cost Russia dear in a manner impossible to enumerate yet no less harmful. In 
their place, Molotov’s foreign policy assistant Vladimir Erofeev recalls, “Stalin 
and Molotov created the Ministry of Foreign Affairs [Minindel] along their own 
lines, in their own likeness, inculcating it with imperial ambitions, a strongly 
ideological orientation and a tough spirit of battle.”1

“Despite close cooperation with the allies in the years of war,” Erofeev writes, 
“Stalin and Molotov did not for one moment drop their guard. All actions, 
proposals and statements from the leadership of Great Britain and the United 
States were closely analyzed; everything was searched top to bottom for dirty 
tricks and secret arrières pensées. They demanded from the entire state and 
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30 Ideology Triumphant

party apparatus a class approach to international phenomena and, above all, to 
the activities of the allies.”2 Molotov routinely lectured leading diplomats that 
the Minindel was not only “a political ministry” but also a “Party” institution.3 
Moreover, being on guard was not just an instruction, it was a cast of mind. 
Stalin was obsessed with what was hidden from him. At Yalta he made a pointed 
remark to Roosevelt: “I as a naïve person think that the best for me is not to 
deceive my ally, even if he is stupid. It is possible that our alliance is strong 
precisely because we do not deceive one another, or because it is not so easy to 
deceive one another.”4

Moreover, mistrust only encouraged the Kremlin into expanding control 
over others, and that meant the Marxist-Leninist incentive to take over neigh-
boring states was to be driven further than reasons of state would have implied. 
It also meant taking the offensive. Military power would now be used to further 
political objectives that went beyond merely defense of the motherland. Stalin 
enunciated the new spirit at a meeting with the General Staff and the editors of 
two military journals, Voennaya Mysl’ and Voennyi Vestnik, on 5 March 1945. 
What kind of military ideology did the country need?

We began the war essentially without a military ideology. Our slogan was: we 
don’t want the land of others, but we will not give up one inch of our own 
land. This is in essence a defensive ideology. This is a civilian form of ideol-
ogy. The army must not only defend but it has also to attack, to defend the 
interests of the state by all means. We established such an ideology at a time 
of war. Now we have our own military ideology. . . . We need an ideology of 
preparedness not only for defense but also for attack. Our army must be in a 
position to defend any of our state’s interests by all means at its disposal.

Stalin repeated the point several times.5 It was “good that the Russian tsars took 
so much land by force,” Molotov believed, and for a simple reason: “now it is 
easier to fi ght capitalism.” Former conquests were thus celebrated as expansion 
was on the agenda. Molotov saw his task “to expand the frontiers of our moth-
erland.” And it later seemed to him that “Stalin and myself did not do such a 
bad job.”6 At a price, of course; paid in decades of costly confrontation with the 
United States that ultimately ended in humiliating collapse of the USSR from 
within.

Another unambiguous indicator that Moscow had not been transformed 
from its prewar incarnation as a citadel of revolution—despite Comintern’s 
abolition—appeared with an attack on the American communist leader Earl 
Browder in April 1945. It took the form of an article, “Au sujet de l’Association 
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Politique Communiste des États-Unis,” signed by deputy head of the PCF 
Jacques Duclos in Cahiers du Communisme. Browder was reprimanded for 
abolishing the US Communist Party at its twelfth congress in May 1944 and 
for turning it into a political association; for having “declared, in effect, that 
at Teheran capitalism and socialism had begun to fi nd the means of peaceful 
coexistence and collaboration in the framework of one and the same world”; 
and for asserting “that the Teheran accords regarding common policy similarly 
presupposed common efforts with a view to reducing to a minimum or com-
pletely suppressing methods of struggle and opposition of force to force in the 
solution of internal problems of each country.” “By transforming the Teheran 
declaration of the Allied governments, which is a document of a diplomatic 
character, into a political platform of class peace in the United States in the 
postwar period, the American Communists are deforming in a radical way the 
meaning of the Teheran declaration and are sowing dangerous opportunist illu-
sions.” This had resulted in the dissolution of the American Communist Party 
and had led in France to a similar line of argument.7

The document originated in Moscow and had followed attempts by Dimitrov 
nearly a year earlier to dissuade Browder from adopting “new theoretical, politi-
cal, and tactical positions,” including “denial of the theory and practice of class 
struggle.”8 It went into page proof on 19 January 1945 and was then translated 
into French before publication.9 The attack reasserted the class basis of Soviet 
foreign policy and the line demarcating peaceful coexistence between states 
and between societies: whereas the former was acceptable to Moscow, if not 
desirable, the latter was utterly unacceptable, as it would amount to a denial 
of Marxism-Leninism in the international sphere. It affi rmed an abyss in East-
West relations that even Stalin would not cross and it predated the summit 
between allied leaders at Yalta from 4 to 11 February. Churchill was “all set for 
the worst.”10

Thus Moscow was already committed to continuing the prewar struggle over 
the ultimate fate of the states system and to that end further territorial expansion 
where practicable; albeit Molotov more cautiously so than Stalin.11 The West 
was ill prepared, however, on either front. The energy that had characterized 
the victors at Paris in 1919 was nowhere evident. At the Livadia Palace under 
an azure sky overlooking a clear blue sea Roosevelt seemed exhausted and un-
focused. Others appeared to be there for the purpose of putting words into his 
mouth. Churchill’s interpreter, Major Arthur Birse, noted: “The former self-
confi dence and fi rmness of tone, so evident at Tehran, seemed to have gone. 
His voice was that of a man weary in spirit.”12 When, for instance, Roosevelt 
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32 Ideology Triumphant

opened a rambling intervention about the United Nations as a potential solu-
tion to the poverty of other less fortunate countries such as Iran and spoke of 
“the need to liquidate favoritism between countries,” Maisky for one “listened 
and couldn’t believe his ears.” Stalin, meanwhile, doodled distractedly in his 
notebook.13

Britain was poorly equipped to cope with resurgent Russia, even at the most 
basic level of professional competence. When Tom Brimelow returned to the 
Foreign Offi ce from Moscow he was astonished to fi nd no one in the appro-
priate department profi cient in Russian: Brimelow was alone. And Geoffrey 
Wilson who ran the department without any Russian to his name was much 
infl uenced by Carr at the Times in the reassuring but unwise assumption that 
Stalin was governed by reasons of state not Bolshevik conviction.14 Wilson, a 
forgiving quaker and socialist, habitually “gave the Russians the benefi t of the 
doubt whenever there was any doubt.”15

The timing of the Yalta conference itself proved a serious misjudgment. 
Whereas Tehran had been preceded by foreign ministerial negotiation, Yalta 
opened after no horse trading and lasted an extraordinarily brief span which, 
British ambassador to Moscow Sir Archibald Clerk Kerr noted, inevitably 
meant “a tendency to scramble over and to skimp the all important business of 
drafting, with the result that ambiguous texts get us into trouble afterwards.”16 
Moreover, Moscow had purloined a copy of London’s position paper through 
one of its leading agents, the notoriously indiscreet Guy Burgess. Burgess ob-
tained a job in the press department of the Foreign Offi ce after Donald Ma-
clean, another member of the group, took up the post of fi rst secretary at the 
British embassy in Washington in October 1944.17 There, as head of chancery 
he was responsible for the coderoom.18 Moscow thus received a windfall with 
his arrival at a key moment.

What kept Stalin cooperating was his pessimistic judgment that “the war 
will not end before summer.” He told allied military chiefs: “It is proper and 
also sound selfi sh policy that we should help each other in time of diffi culty. 
It would be foolish for me to stand aside and let Germany annihilate you; they 
would only turn back on me when you were disposed of. Similarly it is to your 
interest to do everything possible to keep the Germans from annihilating me.”19 
Such cool logic was never suffi cient, however, to remove lingering suspicions 
of imminent betrayal. And as victory loomed within reach all pretense was 
dropped. Stalin came to Yalta convinced that sooner or later another war would 
erupt: “We are now with one faction [of capitalists] against another [Britain and 
the United States versus Germany and Japan]; and in the future we will also be 
against this faction of capitalists [Britain and the United States].”20 Given this 
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bleak outlook, nothing would be conceded except under duress. A further dete-
rioration in relations was to be expected as far as Stalin was concerned.

On 6 February, Stalin was at his most obdurate to the visible consternation 
of Roosevelt as much as Churchill.21 Furthermore, and this mattered because 
it altered any assessment of Churchill’s percentages deal the previous October, 
Stalin had now changed his mind as to which English-speaking Power would 
be the main adversary. Instead of Britain’s faltering extra-European empire, he 
now faced the dismal prospect of a challenge to Soviet predominance in Europe 
from a burgeoning commercial empire backed by formidable military might on 
land, at sea, and in the air; moreover committed to framing the European peace 
in its own image—that of the United States. “Whoever dominates Europe will 
dominate the world,” Stalin had said only fi ve years earlier. And what was par-
ticularly pertinent to the United States, now indisputably the world’s greatest 
naval Power, was his view that Europe could not be dominated “without com-
mand of the seas.”22

THE MAIN ADVERSARY

For Moscow, working out who in the West would predominate after hostili-
ties had not been as easy as it would appear with hindsight. For Washington 
it was choice rather than necessity, as it had been after World War I—or so it 
seemed to many. At Tehran Roosevelt had horrifi ed Churchill with the sug-
gestion that Britain and Russia alone would settle the fate of postwar Europe. 
Whether Washington would now override London and bid against Moscow for 
predominance in Europe thus for a time remained an open question. The at-
titude taken on the crucial issue of Poland was a litmus test. An American chal-
lenge would make all the difference. In January 1944 it was reported to Moscow 
that Roosevelt’s rival for re-election, Republican Thomas Dewey, governor of 
New York, was drawing around him Polish fi gures in the United States to guar-
antee the ethnic vote at the elections forthcoming.23

Though wary of Moscow, London proved anxious to compromise where nec-
essary with Moscow, as Churchill showed through his percentages deal. This, 
however, was understood as a necessary response to fear of American power. 
The empire was in decline. The United States was at the cusp of world su-
premacy. Washington had hitherto studiously left open every option regarding 
the peace in Central and Eastern Europe. Whether from electoral consider-
ations or from naïveté, the apparent advantage in sustaining a free hand with 
regard to Europe could be exploited in a manner at odds with Soviet ambi-
tions. Stalin was therefore most anxious to fi x the realities on the ground before 
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34 Ideology Triumphant

Washington changed its mind and decided to have a say in what those realities 
should be.

Stalin’s reassessment of the main adversary did not turn upon personalities. 
He preferred the coolly urbane Roosevelt to the more combustible Churchill, 
who had committed himself only for the time being against Germany as the 
greatest threat to the British Empire, a position hitherto occupied by the USSR. 
But within the Marxist-Leninist vision “subjective” factors such as character 
were ultimately less important than “objective” factors dictated by the nature 
of the socioeconomic system: in this case capitalism in its imperialist and fi -
nal phase. “It would be incorrect to think that the second world war arose by 
chance or as a result of the mistakes of this or that statesman, although mistakes 
were made,” Stalin insisted. “In actual fact war occurred as the inevitable re-
sult of the development of world economic and political forces on the basis 
of contemporary monopoly capitalism.”24 Even Roosevelt, who had since 1933 
tirelessly accumulated an unprecedented extension of power, was by no means 
a free agent. His behavior was not implausibly assumed to refl ect, albeit indi-
rectly, larger elements at work, even if mitigated by the cosmopolitan, patrician 
emollience of his character, as against the awkward, provincial angularity of his 
untried successor, then Vice President, Harry Truman. It was crucially a ques-
tion of the balance of forces within the United States.

Having bet on rapid industrialization of the economy from 1929, and having 
done so largely on the back of American technology (amerikanomania), Stalin 
did not underestimate the economic weight of the capitalist colossus that had 
emerged across the Atlantic. Moreover, his own economy had been severely 
damaged by war. Losses were estimated by Gosplan at no less than 679 million 
rubles: double the amount of investment made in all prewar fi ve-year plans. 
The costs of war and associated losses to national income stood at 1,890 million 
rubles. Loss of population alone—some twenty-fi ve million—was estimated to 
cost the country 1,664 million rubles. Overall, Russia had been deprived of 
some 4,734 million rubles: $893 million.25

It was only a matter of time before consciousness of power caught up with the 
unprecedented accumulation of American strength in wartime. That aware-
ness was sharpened in Moscow by the extent of aid from Washington. “Stalin 
more than once said that without Lend-Lease we could not have won the war,” 
Khrushchev recalled.26 The experience of 1929–32 had, however, also shown 
that the United States lay along a fi nancial fault line that could without warning 
jolt the country back into self-absorbed political isolation: a repeat of the Great 
Crash of 1929 was a recurring nightmare and not just on Wall Street. Evidence 
was not hard to fi nd that the US market would have to continue to expand over-
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seas if full employment were to be sustained into the peace. Sooner or later the 
country’s elite would realize how precarious was the new prosperity, and this 
would inevitably determine foreign policy.

Stalin was well aware of the link between US needs for overseas markets and 
Soviet purchasing power postwar. Moscow managed a number of agents within 
the Treasury and related departments, including Harry Dexter White, Secre-
tary Morgenthau’s right-hand man.27 When Eric Johnston, president of the US 
Chamber of Commerce, visited to discuss trade credits on 26 June 1944, Stalin 
told him “that the task confronting the American Government was to avoid 
unemployment and to assist returning soldiers in fi nding work, thus preventing 
depression.”28 This fast became an idée fi xe in Moscow, so much so that three 
years later the US ambassador rightly commented that “the Russians count a 
great deal on an American economic crisis.”29 It played a signifi cant role in 
resistance to compromise with Washington in the years to come.

There, lobbying from the private sector had already begun to make itself 
felt. In late October 1944 at the House of Representatives Subcommittee on 
Foreign Trade, the executive vice president of Stein, Hall and Co. and the vice 
president of the National Council of American Importers testifi ed to “general 
agreement on the need of expanding world trade in the post-war era in order to 
assure our own American system of doing business with the full employment of 
our population and a decent standard of living for all the people.”30 Similarly 
the president of US Steel demanded “free access to world trade.”31 George Wolf 
argued that postwar tariffs from Europe should be resisted. “I don’t believe,” he 
said, “there are any trade spheres of infl uence—I don’t think that any country 
has the right to set up a sign and say ‘This is our backyard, and the rest of you 
keep out.’”32 John Otterson of the American Maritime Council pointed out 
that the US merchant fl eet would at the end of the war amount to one-half the 
world’s tonnage and double that of Britain. He insisted: “From the standpoint of 
our own economy we shall be confronted with the simple fact that we can pro-
duce more than we can consume under a peacetime economy. We are in dan-
ger of having unemployment as a permanent part of our national economy.”33 
This was a very real fear. Vice President Chenea of Pan-Am Airways similarly 
pointed out by letter to Secretary of War Henry Stimson that fi fty million jobs 
were required to sustain full employment postwar. And to meet that target, ten 
million had to be created. His conclusion was that “several million of these new 
jobs will be found in the wide expansion of our foreign trade, and in the rapid 
development of global air transport.”34

The needs of commerce were inevitably bound up with political necessity. 
The two came to complement one another in a manner that to distinguish 
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 between the interests of business and the “national interest” in the emerging 
confl ict with Moscow appeared superfl uous. Confl ict arose only over the degree 
to which excessive federal expenditure in support of foreign policy would simul-
taneously overinfl ate the economy and defl ate fi nancial markets by squeezing 
private investment. This became a serious bone of contention in the second 
half of the decade as shares underperformed relative to treasuries because of 
pessimism about the infl ationary outlook.

Full employment also came to be essential to presidential prospects, and full 
employment turned on foreign trade. Fred Vinson succeeded Henry Morgen-
thau at Treasury on 5 July 1945. “Our own program of maintaining high levels 
of production, employment and national income is dependent on our success 
in expanding world trade,” he argued two days later. “For trade is an important 
factor in our economy. We need markets abroad.”35 Prewar statistics show that 
only certain sectors of the US economy were trade dependent. But, electorally 
as well as economically, these were sectors of signifi cance: in 1937–38, they in-
cluded 31 percent of raw cotton, 30 percent of leaf tobacco, 12 percent of wheat 
fl our, 54 percent of refi ned copper, 15 percent of farm equipment and machin-
ery, 14 percent of autos and trucks, 14 percent of industrial machinery, and 
11 percent of refi ned oil. Vinson therefore took the view that “for large segments 
of agriculture and industry, exports mean the difference between prosperity and 
depression.”36 The conclusions were inescapable. The United States had little 
choice but to become a global Power. Otterson was certainly not alone in the 
belief that “the development of ourselves as a great foreign trading nation in-
volves radical and extensive changes in our national philosophy and psychology 
and in our economic, fi nancial, and political structure.”37

THE UNITED STATES AND WORLD POWER

When Churchill reached Moscow on 9 October 1944 to negotiate an agree-
ment on the division of the Balkans and the rest of the Danube basin, Stalin 
still assumed that Britain would return to hold the balance of postwar Europe 
as it had repeatedly since the War of the Spanish Succession (1701–14). Yet 
Roosevelt’s foreswearing of US interest in Europe at Tehran lasted only so long 
as re-election on 7 November. The War and the Working-Class was the sole 
informal mouthpiece of the Kremlin on foreign affairs, created by Stalin and 
edited by Molotov—a former editor of Pravda—at the Narkomindel.38 Just over 
a week later it appeared with a belated review of Joseph Jones, A Modern For-
eign Policy for the United States.

The delay is interesting because the substance of the book had appeared pre-
viously in Fortune magazine prior to the Tehran conference in August, Septem-
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ber, and October 1943. Moscow had discounted its signifi cance no doubt as a 
result of Roosevelt’s explicit personal abnegation of interest in postwar Europe. 
Two other signifi cant works on the future of US foreign policy also emerged in 
1943—America’s Strategy in World Politics by Nicholas Spykman, the Dutch-
American at Yale, and U.S. Foreign Policy: Shield of the Republic by the popu-
lar columnist Walter Lippmann. Yet neither had contradicted what Roosevelt 
said in private to Stalin about Europe; indeed, Lippmann effectively argued for 
what Stalin saw as minimal: the Soviet right to Eastern Europe as a sphere of 
infl uence/protectorate.

What was unusual about Jones was the peremptory assertion of American 
primacy, that “no country but the United States is equal to the task of leader-
ship in organizing world power for peace-keeping purposes”;39 the emphasis 
on the importance of “a living principle” for US foreign policy;40 and the link 
established between that principle (“freedom”) and the need for “expanding 
markets” for the United States.41 Indeed, the anonymous Soviet reviewer— 
certainly approved by Molotov if not by Stalin—seized upon these ideas, sum-
ming it all up in Jones’s bold claim for the United States that “the moment 
is ours.” Leadership would go to Washington above all because of its massive 
industrial and technological power and the immense increase in its air force. 
The review concluded, “Jones’s judgments about the ‘leadership’ of the USA, 
although in a less acute form, in essence reproduced the stance of those Ameri-
can circles which are very vociferously laying claim to the domination of the 
United States in the postwar world.”42

Jones’s theses emerged from the stables of publishing magnate and activist 
Henry Luce, owner of Time, Life, and Fortune magazines, the most infl uential 
American journals of the day. Writing before Pearl Harbor Luce had expressed 
deep regret: “In the fi eld of national policy, the fundamental trouble with 
America has been, and is, that whereas their nation became in the 20th Century 
the most powerful and the most vital nation in the world, nevertheless Ameri-
cans were unable to accommodate themselves spiritually and practically to that 
fact. Hence they have failed to play their part as a world power—a failure which 
has had disastrous consequences for themselves and for all mankind. And the 
cure is this: to accept wholeheartedly our duty and our opportunity as the most 
powerful and vital nation in the world and in consequence to exert upon the 
world the full impact of our infl uence, for such purposes as we see fi t and by 
such means as we see fi t.”43 Furthermore, the vision was that of bourgeois de-
mocracy: “It is for America and America alone to determine whether a system 
of free economic enterprise—an economic order compatible with freedom and 
progress—shall or shall not prevail in this century.”44 The United States would 
become the “dynamic center of ever-widening spheres of enterprise.”45
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Luce had employed the formidable Raymond Buell to write weekly memo-
randa on foreign affairs throughout the war and to chair a series of roundtable 
study groups to which the great and the good were invited, at the Council on 
Foreign Relations. Buell’s preliminary task lay in defi ning “what America herself 
intends to be or will be or might be—or contra.”46 He shared Luce’s conviction 
that “so few intellectuals these days understand the concept of the free market 
and its relation to democracy.”47 A core assumption was the “widespread fear 
in many circles that at the end of this war the U.S. will suffer a depression even 
more serious than in 1930.”48 Buell also believed that peace in postwar Europe 
needed an American presence “because of an inherent power disequilibrium.” 
Without the Americans, Russia or Germany would tend to predominate.49 In-
stead he and others believed the United Staes should take and hold the balance 
of Europe as Britain had done since 1701.

Roosevelt’s victory by no means dispelled Kremlin concern. On the contrary. 
Shortly thereafter, NKVD resident in New York, Vladimir Pravdin (Roland Ab-
biate), sent a report “on the outlook for the domestic and foreign policies of 
the USA” after the elections. Although Roosevelt had won, Pravdin argued, his 
success in establishing international cooperation was by no means guaranteed. 
“The re-election of the Roosevelt administration has put off for several years the 
serious threat of the rise to power of fascism, but not liquidated it. It would be a 
mistake to underestimate the actual strength of American reactionaries. Despite 
the selection by the Republican apparatus of the unpopular candidate Dewey, 
whose isolationist ties are widely known, through its organization, discipline, 
and capable propaganda the Republican Party has succeeded in attracting to 
itself a vast mass of voters and to a signifi cant extent reducing Roosevelt’s ma-
jority in comparison with previous elections. It has also to be borne in mind,” 
Pravdin emphasized, “that in contrast to previous years, when the industrial and 
fi nancial magnates supported Roosevelt, this year economic groupings almost 
exclusively supported Dewey.” Crucially, isolationism was effectively dead and 
buried. But this was not entirely good news. “The old isolationists have turned 
into expansionists and will be the initiators of an adventurist and aggressive pol-
icy. Instead of a policy of international cooperation they will aim at establishing 
American domination of the world, and their policy will in this fi rst instance be 
directed against the USSR.”

Pravdin also expressed the view that as a result of Germany’s defeat and the 
fundamental shift in the European balance of power “only one Great Power 
remains—the USSR.” Moreover Britain, which traditionally pursued a policy 
of balancing the Powers on the Continent, could “no longer” do so since all 
the forces they would rely upon were extinguished. Thus the United States was 
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left facing only the USSR in Europe and only the British Empire—“seriously 
weakened but still suffi ciently powerful”—beyond. Britain was the “natural” 
ally of the United States but also, as a result of its global interests, “the main 
rival” and the likely victim of US economic expansion. The key point, however, 
and this is where Stalin came around to Pravdin’s viewpoint, was that “such fun-
damental alterations in the balance of world power has driven the ruling class 
of the USA, independently of party affi nity, to the conclusion that the interests 
of the USA demand continuous and direct participation in the resolution of 
international issues. Otherwise, the course of world events would be decided 
exclusively by the USSR and England which, for understandable reasons, the 
USA cannot permit. This is understood by both the isolationist Republicans 
and the anti-Roosevelt Democrats.” The transformation of public opinion has 
played its part in this.50

Moscow was thus alert to Washington infi ghting. Control of the State Depart-
ment was naturally seen as symptomatic of changes in the offi ng. Hull headed 
the department only because, as a former senator (for Tennessee), his presence 
would silence criticism from Capitol Hill.51 At the Moscow conference he had 
injudiciously told reporters: “While we were signing these declarations, I could 
give them no assurances whatever that the American people could in the long 
run support the aims of these documents. I told them that I knew the Ameri-
can people at the moment were fully in support of the principles and these 
declarations, but that I just could not say how long they would feel that way 
about them.”52 Not surprisingly Roosevelt cut him out of Tehran to Moscow’s 
astonishment.53 Buell brutally commented: “Hull is himself senile. He never 
has an idea of his own.”54 His ideas were a collection of core liberal beliefs held 
with a rigidity never fully shared by his patron, Roosevelt. When he retired in 
November 1944 Hull told a joint session of Congress: “There will no longer be 
need for spheres of infl uence, for alliances, for balance of power, or any other 
of the special arrangements which, in the unhappy past, the nations strove to 
safeguard their security or to promote their interests.”55 It was no accident that 
Luce’s contacts with State ran through Welles rather than through Hull. And 
that Welles, the experienced Under Secretary “cut from the same cloth of Gro-
ton, Harvard, and the Eastern establishment,”56 was Roosevelt’s conduit to the 
department until exposure as a homosexual and his resignation on 16 August 
1943.57 And Welles had, by the time of his forced retirement, come to see the 
Russian problem with more realism than he had at the outbreak of war and, 
indeed, into 1942, having been warned by Litvinov on 7 May 1943 that Stalin’s 
aims were alarmingly uncertain and uninformed by any real understanding of 
US opinion or regard for it.58
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Quondam vice president of US Steel, Hull’s successor Edward Stettinius, 
a salesman by nature as much as by trade, was scarcely any better regarded. 
Bohlen scorned him as “a decent man of considerable innocence” with “a Boy 
Scout enthusiasm.”59 Moscow understood from decrypting Lord Halifax’s tele-
grams from Washington that he represented a victory of Harry Hopkins over 
“Jimmy” Byrnes, who had been backed by Senators Connelly and George, both 
fellow southerners. The choice of Stettinius as against Byrnes, an independent 
fi gure in his own right, cemented State to the White House.60 The Kremlin 
cannot have been displeased. In late November 1944, Buell attacked Stettinius’s 
irresponsible statement to the press “that this government’s traditional policy 
of not guaranteeing specifi c frontiers of Europe is well known.” Buell rightly 
regarded this as an open invitation for Moscow to expand at will.61

Buell was anxious for “some counterpoise to the divisive forces in the postwar 
world, one of which would probably be Russian imperialism in Europe and in 
the Orient.” At the Council on Foreign Relations Anglo-American study group, 
British diplomat Michael Wright “concurred in the necessity of charting our 
course prior to the collapse of Germany. If we did this, remarked Mr. Buell, 
we could say to Russia that we intended to build a barrier in the West against 
economic chaos. Then there might be some hope that Russia would join our 
Atlantic Union as a second line of defense.” Another member insisted that the 
Atlantic powers had fi rst to put their own house in order or “Russia was likely to 
take advantage of the situation. Indeed, said Mr. Wriston [president of Brown 
University], Russia is doing that very thing now.”62

Luce and Buell were by no means voices in the wilderness. Others now 
shared their concern lest US naïveté cost them the peace, economically as well 
as politically. Floyd Blair, vice president of National City Bank “thought it fool-
ish to approach the problem of a world organization in idealistic terms. Russia 
would be bound by her own interests and the foreign policy of the United States 
would be designed to protect the interests of the American people.” Should 
Britain and the United States cooperate, “Western Europe, he felt sure, would 
fall within our orbit.” And publisher of the Washington Post, the formidable 
Eugene Meyer—a confi dant of Litvinov when the latter was ambassador to 
Washington—expressed the view that “Americans, on the whole, were illiter-
ate as regards foreign affairs. They were sensitive to strong leadership, but ex-
cept in the military departments of the Government strong leadership was now 
lacking—in the White House, in the State Department, and in Congress.”63 
Buell’s ideas were for a foreign policy in the waiting, of which Jones’s book was 
the most coherent outward projection. Moscow had good reason to take notice, 
not least because an anti-Soviet headwind was blowing through Washington.
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FAR EASTERN PROMISES

At the close of December 1944 Stettinius learned “that the revolt against 
the administration now brewing in the Senate was based largely on the feel-
ing that whereas we are fi ghting this war to destroy German and Japanese to-
talitarianism, what we are really doing is to substitute Soviet totalitarianism.” 
Rebel senators, numbering some twenty-seven, included “an astonishing cross-
section . . . including both isolationists and reactionaries.”64 The increasingly 
weary president was not helped by the fact that public opinion polls simulta-
neously revealed rising disquiet lest the country was being taken advantage of 
in its foreign relations.65 The tide thus appeared to turn in favor of those who 
had long pressed for a more confrontational foreign policy than Roosevelt had 
been willing to implement; in particular, against the USSR. Like it or not, 
Luce and Buell were the shape of things to come. The newly assertive stance 
adopted by Roosevelt after re-election—opposing Russian recognition of a com-
munist regime in Poland—symptomized a harder line against Moscow’s grow-
ing unilateralism.66

The Far East, however, was one area where agreement proved easier to ob-
tain and was vital if many more American lives were to be saved. As Litvinov 
indicated at the Moscow conference, Japan had long been a problem, and not 
just for the United States. But Soviet victory against Germany at Kursk in July 
1943 turned Japan from threat to suitor. On 6 March 1944 the assertive young 
ambassador to Japan, Yakov Malik, a Stalin favorite, noted the impact made 
by “the victorious successes of the Red Army” and “the deterioration in the 
military circumstances of Japan in the Pacifi c Ocean” on the stance of “hostile 
armed neutrality” in prompting “a qualitative change in the nature of Japanese-
Soviet relations.” Malik concluded that “from the vantage point of the future . . . 
independently of the outcome of the current mortal combat between Japan 
and the Anglo-Saxons in the Pacifi c Ocean, the USSR must and will have its 
weighty word to add on Far Eastern questions too.”67 Japan offered to reopen 
talks that had led to the compromise neutrality pact of April 1941, now hoping 
for the full nonaggression pact it had denied Russia on the eve of the German 
invasion.68

Recalled, Malik was instructed to formulate proposals for negotiations that 
required clarifi cation of Soviet goals for the postwar Pacifi c. “On the Issue of 
Japanese-Soviet Relations” was ready within a month, on 21 July 1944. Unaware 
of Stalin’s commitment to enter the war against Japan, Malik paid particular 
attention to the hope that Moscow mediate with Washington. “Without doubt,” 
wrote Malik, “to the degree that the allies increase their attacks on Japan, the 
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Japanese will be forced to become all the more ‘soft and polite’ in relations with 
the USSR.” Yet Tokyo knew that, still engaged in Europe, Moscow would not 
wish to fi ght in Asia; it was this that had prevented Japan making far-reaching 
concessions. The key was power. “One must always take into account and never 
forget that Japan more, if you like, than any other country in the world takes 
notice only of strength.”69

The memorandum is striking in a number of respects. Throughout, Malik 
used the term “Russia” interchangeably with the USSR: heresy to all but Stalin, 
who surprised Georges Bidault by referring to “Russia,” whereas Molotov re-
ferred to the Soviet Union.70 Malik went further in attributing to geography the 
decisive factor in Russian history. This was also unusual and provoked Molotov’s 
blue crayon into action. But when Malik went on to say that Russia should not 
stand aside while Britain and the United States destroyed the Japanese Empire, 
Molotov was delighted. He underscored the following: “in no way can we al-
low territories contiguous to Soviet Far Eastern possessions (Manchuria, Korea, 
Tsushima, the Kurile Islands) [to] pass from the hands of the Japanese into the 
hands of some other strong power.”

Malik went on to list questions of importance for a settlement. This was com-
piled from a classifi ed US State Department assessment of likely Soviet aims in 
the region, purloined from the Offi ce of Pacifi c Affairs within the month, likely 
as not from GRU agent Alger Hiss who worked there.71 For instance, with re-
spect to Manchuria, Malik took into account that Washington was considering 
the region for joint Chinese and Soviet control. Malik also assumed Moscow 
would take possession of the Kurile island chain, “blocking as they do Russia’s 
route for egress into the Pacifi c Ocean.” He also suggested neutralization of the 
straits of Tsushima or a Soviet naval base to guard the entry points for the pur-
pose, inter alia, of keeping the British out. “Russia must expunge the black stain 
of the Portsmouth Treaty,” Malik insisted; and, in contrast to 1905, the United 
States should be excluded from the matter. The list went on to some twenty-
seven points. The only other items worthy of note are the possible strengthen-
ing of national liberation movements in Southeast Asia, the need to secure a 
friendly and “democratic” China, and payment by the Japanese of reparations 
to the USSR.

Summing up, Malik wrote: “The days of the Washington conference, when 
Soviet representatives were not even allowed into this conference, have long 
since passed.” He added, “Circumstances and the array of forces in the Pacifi c 
Ocean after the defeat of Japan will evidently take shape in such a way that the 
Soviet Union must have and will have, as I see it, suffi cient moral and legal 
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bases to sustain for itself a weighty if not decisive voice in the examination of the 
majority of international problems in the Pacifi c Ocean and especially of those 
of them which directly relate to the question of measures for the maintenance 
and defense of the security of the USSR.”72 Stalin needed little convincing. At 
Tehran he had responded to allied requests with the complaint that the only 
warm water port he possessed—other than Murmansk—was Petropavlovsk on 
Kamchatka.73

Stalin pretended that his only reason for intervening in the Pacifi c war was to 
please the West and that unless his conditions were met, the people would not 
understand “the national interest involved.”74 Finally, at Yalta on 11 February it 
was agreed that “two or three months after the capitulation of Germany,” the 
USSR would enter the war against Japan. Roosevelt’s only caveat with regard to 
Stalin’s terms was that those relating to China had to be made conditional upon 
the consent of Chiang Kai-shek.75 Stalin had waited impatiently for news of 
presidential agreement. When a special messenger arrived, he excitedly asked 
young Gromyko to translate word for word. Every so often Gromyko was told 
to repeat the occasional phrase. “He [Stalin] paced up and down the study and 
repeated out loud: ‘Good. Very good!’ . . . Several times he passed through the 
room serving as the study with it in his hands, as though he did not want to let go 
of what he had received.” Gromyko adds, “He was still holding the letter in his 
hand at the moment I left him.”76 Roosevelt had granted Stalin by promissory 
note the territorial gains in the Far East sought in return for a Soviet war against 
Japan. But that was music of the future until Russian troops had advanced and 
made promise fact, which was not likely until 1946. This much is evident from 
internal documentation. Stalin thereafter suspected that the Americans might 
meanwhile secure a separate peace with Japan and deprive Russia of the ability 
to secure a place d’armes in northeast Asia at Japanese expense.

DOMINATION OF POLAND

At Yalta the tacit quid pro quo for entering the war in Asia was that Moscow 
should effectively have most but not all of its way on Poland, which was largely 
in Soviet hands by virtue of victory in the fi eld; so the democracies could effec-
tively change matters only through hard bargaining. Harriman later summed 
up the position: “Though it may be diffi cult for us to believe, it still may be true 
that Stalin and Molotov at Yalta considered that by our willingness to accept a 
general wording of the Declaration on Poland and Liberated Europe, by our 
recognition of the need of the Red Army for security behind its lines, and of the 
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predominant interest of Russia in Poland as a friendly neighbor and a corridor 
to Germany, we understood and were ready to accept Soviet policies as they 
had already made them known.”77

Poland long held the focus of attention in Moscow. An alliance, Stalin had 
asserted back in August 1944, was “the basis of our policy.” The rationale was 
simple: “Whatever restrictions are place on Germany, it will regenerate regard-
less and stand on its own two feet. After the Franco-Prussian War in 1870 Ger-
many took little more than forty years to attack again in 1914. In 1939 Germany 
once again succeeded in attacking; this time the interval that it required for 
preparation was reduced to twenty-fi ve years. We reckon that Germany will 
regenerate once more after the present war within twenty to twenty-fi ve years.”78 
Poland was thus the frontline for the containment of Germany. It did not come 
quietly. Resistance to Soviet occupation began with the abortive Warsaw Up-
rising in August 1944, which, as we have noted, was launched to preempt the 
arrival of the Red Army and continued sporadically throughout the rest of the 
decade.

One straw appeared in the wind on 25 January 1945 when Czech envoy 
Zdenĕk Fierlinger was bluntly informed “that there had been enough delay 
and that the Soviet Government expected the Czechs to recognize [the Lublin 
regime] without more ado.”79 After Yalta an allied commission was formed in 
Moscow to reconstitute the provisional Polish government. On 2 March Har-
riman’s reporting from Moscow indicated growing pessimism born of unrealis-
tic expectations—for the simple reason that it was entirely Eurocentric: “The 
Russians cannot afford to let the Crimea declaration break down is still my 
conviction. It is apparent, on the other hand, that Molotov is under instructions 
from Stalin and his associates to fi ght every inch of the way and to give as little 
ground as possible in the direction of bringing in elements not under Soviet 
control.”80 Yet whereas Moscow decided that the Yalta formula on Poland was 
effectively a face-saving gesture for their allies, Washington began pressing for 
genuine implementation of the compromise obtained and thus ran into an 
impenetrable barrier.

Matters were further complicated by the fact that Stalin now also suspected 
the allies of overturning understandings tacitly agreed at Tehran. Thus when 
the United States and Britain took the surrender of German forces in Italy, 
he sensed collusion and demanded Soviet participation. Roosevelt was furi-
ous. Amidst this unpleasantness, on 13 March he met an old friend he had not 
seen for many years and alarmed him by his gloomy outlook on relations with 
Moscow. Roosevelt told Leon Henderson that the Western allies would abide 
by the agreements on Germany. But when asked whether Moscow would be 
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meticulous in this respect, Roosevelt said “‘yes’—on protocols, on anything that 
would show, but anywhere else, they would go their own way.”81 Yet even this 
proved too optimistic. Ten days later Roosevelt was more depressed and cor-
respondingly more negative: “Averell [Harriman] is right,” he told Anna Rosen-
berg at lunch. “We can’t do business with Stalin. He has broken every one of 
the promises he made at Yalta.”82

The point of contention on Poland was that at Yalta Stalin dropped a demand 
that the communist government should merely be “enlarged” in favor of the 
Western stance that it be “reorganized.” But now Molotov, on Stalin’s instruc-
tions, insisted that he “be shown one sentence which says that the Warsaw Gov-
ernment would not be taken as the basis for the future government.” Moreover, 
Moscow demanded the right to veto noncommunist Poles for consultations on 
reforming the government: “If Poles are hostile to the Soviet Union they are 
not suitable for consultation even if they call themselves democrats and are not 
members of the émigré government.”83

Roosevelt was reluctant to press matters, however, not least because the Red 
Army occupied Poland in its entirety en route to Berlin, but also because he was 
ever anxious to lock Moscow into the world security organization negotiated 
into being at Dumbarton Oaks the previous autumn as well as to hold them in 
reserve against Japan. Roosevelt found it hard to scale down grand universalist 
aspirations to the grim reality of bargaining with Stalin. Amateurism, idealism, 
and naïveté were still evident in the most unusual quarters of the US govern-
ment. Ill-informed comment refl ected either an unbounded sense of Ameri-
can power or genuine innocence, sometimes both. General William Donovan, 
head of the OSS (US intelligence), was reported to have “told the Polish Am-
bassador in Washington that he should not worry about the Russians in Poland 
because we will straighten all of that problem at the San Francisco Conference 
next month.”84 But Molotov’s bottom line, with which even Litvinov agreed and 
which Churchill clearly understood, was “that according to the map Mexico 
is nearer to the United States than Poland, but since Poland according to the 
map is nearer to the Soviet Union, what transpires there is more important to 
the Soviet Union than to the United States.”85 At this stage Litvinov was rather 
more careful talking to newspapermen than diplomats. He was nevertheless 
“obviously pessimistic about the world situation” when Cyrus Sulzberger of the 
New York Times talked to him on 5 April. Litvinov was “a regular Jeremiah, full 
of gloom. He didn’t say so outright, but he seemed to think worse trouble was 
coming.”86

Increasingly depressed and soon fatally ill, Roosevelt lost his grip. His for-
eign policy in Europe was adrift in uncertain waters, kept afl oat on unfounded 
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hopes but doomed to wreckage on the rocks of Stalin’s sullen suspicions. He 
believed still that the Red Army was vital to defeat Japan and save further 
American lives. The atomic bomb now being engineered had yet to prove it-
self. Meanwhile, in late February Moscow learned that leading representatives 
of the Polish government-in-exile from London had reached Poland. A trap 
was set once their whereabouts had been established. It was laid by Red Army 
Colonel-General Ivanov—Deputy Commissar Ivan Serov of the NKVD—as 
a result of which the sixteen disappeared from circulation on 27 March. They 
included Jan-Stanisław Jankowski and General Leopold Okulicki, who had for-
mally dissolved the underground army in his command but had ordered the 
formation of small fi ghting cells to remain ready for future instructions.87 On 
31 March former Prime Minister Wincenty Witos was also tricked into NKVD 
custody. Interrogation of the sleep-deprived prisoners then proceeded for the 
preparation of an indictment, a trial, and long sentences for incarceration. In 
this matter Stalin was acting on intelligence information from London as to the 
intentions of the Polish government-in-exile.

Thus were the last months of the war in Europe overshadowed by growing 
acrimony in relations between London and Washington on one side and Mos-
cow on the other. Stalin still seriously suspected a separate peace to be in the 
offi ng. On 21 March word came in from the London residency of a telegram 
from Ribbentrop to the German ambassador in Dublin. “I do not know,” Rib-
bentrop wrote, “which Englishmen or Americans you can count on in the cur-
rent situation. If the opportunity presents itself, I would ask you to convey these 
instructions via an agent of very special authority among English or American 
circles. Nothing on paper must in any circumstances originate with us.” What 
the war had demonstrated was “the military might of the Soviet Union,” which 
had now taken over Eastern Europe in its entirety. Even in France and Italy, 
communists were especially active.88

After news arrived of the arrests in Poland, Churchill took heed and advised 
Roosevelt that they must shake hands with the Russians “as far to the East as 
possible.”89 At the Foreign Offi ce, arch-realist and Deputy Under-Secretary 
Orme (“Moley”) Sargent brooded on Soviet obstructionism, and not merely in 
Poland. Given the sudden rapidity of the breakthrough on the Western front, 
it looked as though they “were resolved to give nothing away a moment sooner 
than they need, because they now fi nd that in view of the sudden increase 
in strength of our military position they will need all the bargaining counters 
they can lay their hands on in the coming struggle for position in the politi-
cal fi eld.”90 Stalin was well aware of the sentiments expressed. This document 
reached Soviet intelligence and was dispatched to Moscow on 22 April, together 
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with minutes from Permanent Under-Secretary Alec Cadogan and Eden dated 
4 April.91

PRESSURE ON THE NEAR EAST

Stalin then compounded concern by pressing Ankara to revise the foundation 
of relations with Moscow that were settled at a time of chronic Soviet weakness 
in December 1920. In both 1923, at Lausanne, and 1936, at Montreux, Moscow 
failed to obtain a treaty that placed control over access to the Black Sea solely 
in the hands of the riparian Powers. In 1939 negotiations between Ankara and 
Moscow stumbled because Stalin saw London’s infl uence gaining at Russian 
expense. He therefore demanded a military base on the Straits and failed to ob-
tain it. In negotiating with Berlin in 1940 Russia was keen to establish predomi-
nance over Bulgaria and infl uence over the fate of Romania given the proximity 
of both—one hundred miles and two hundred miles—to the Straits in an age 
of airpower. Lack of sympathy for a state that failed to commit against Germany 
left Turkey isolated and therefore vulnerable. Churchill had repeatedly and 
foolishly promised Stalin during the war that this anomaly would be rectifi ed 
to Soviet advantage. Nothing had been done, however. The fate of Turkey had 
arisen in Molotov’s talks with Hitler on 13 November 1940.92 At that time Stalin 
could not contain his distaste and his corresponding determination not merely 
to master the Straits. “We will drive the Turks into Asia,” he fulminated. “What 
is Turkey? There are two million Georgians there, one and a half Armenians, a 
million Kurds, and so forth. The Turks amount to only six or seven million.”93

Thus after Turkey’s belated declaration of war against Germany—received 
with derision in the Soviet press—on 19 March 1945, the Kremlin, in defi ance 
of advice from its diplomats,94 informed Ankara that the treaty of neutrality and 
friendship signed twenty years before would lapse. But Stalin expected much 
more than Churchill had anticipated. He was pressing not merely for control 
over the Straits but also responding, as in the case of Iran, to irredentist ambi-
tions from within Soviet republics in the region (Armenia, Georgia, and Azer-
baijan). He therefore pressed for realignment of the Turkish-Soviet frontier. 
Molotov strongly objected to what he regarded as a Great Power chauvinist 
policy,95 but Stalin’s Caucasian instincts won out, encouraged no doubt by dep-
uty foreign commissars Vladimir Dekanozov and Sergei Kavtaradze plus Beria 
(all from Georgia) and Anastas Mikoyan (from Armenia).

In the knowledge that Moscow was insisting on revision of the Straits con-
vention, the leaders of Armenia turned to Stalin on 6 April making the case 
for retrocession of territory lost to Turkey during the Russian civil war and 
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its aftermath. That Stalin then chose publicly to receive Archbishop Gevorg 
Cheorekchiyan of the Armenian Church on 19 April indicated open sympathy 
for Armenian nationalism.96 Thus on 7 June Molotov presented the Turkish 
ambassador, Selim Sarper, with a set of demands, including joint control over 
the Straits, naval bases in the Bosphorous and Dardanelles, plus retrocession of 
Kars and Ardagan. It was clear that “should the territorial side of the question, 
which in the Soviet-Turkish treaty was decided to the disadvantage of the So-
viet Union, including Armenia and Georgia, be settled, that would have great 
signifi cance for the strengthening of friendly relations for many years between 
the Soviet Union and Turkey.”97 The demands were reiterated on 18 June in no 
uncertain terms.98 And a further note on 7 August 1946 restated the insistence 
that the riparian Powers alone settle the fate of the Straits, including their joint 
defense (a point reiterated on 24 September).

The Caucasian lobby had made themselves felt but had been suppressed 
after a collision with Lenin in 1920–21.99 It was here, however, with respect to 
Iran rather than Turkey that the greatest disagreement arose. In 1942 London 
and Moscow divided the country between them for the duration of hostilities. 
This then presented Stalin with an ideal opportunity to bring about the for-
mation of a separatist movement identical to that of the fetal Ghilan repub-
lic, which Lenin had ruthlessly aborted for reasons of state in 1921. As early as 
6 March 1944 the Kremlin decided to extend its infl uence throughout occupied 
northern Iran for the indefi nite future. All key offi cials in the area were re-
placed by Azeri offi cials. Molotov emphasized in his briefi ng to those appointed 
that they work all out “for the purpose of reinforcing our infl uence among the 
population.”100 As we have seen, Molotov never cared much for this policy. One 
obvious source of infl uence on Soviet policy came from rival Beria who, noting 
Anglo-American interest in postwar Iran for its oil, emphasized the importance 
of northern Iran as a contiguous source.101 To these ends a front organization 
was established, the separatist Democratic Party, at the initiative of Bagirov, sec-
retary of the Azerbaijan Central Committee. This was decided on 6 July 1945 at 
a Politburo meeting “on measures for the organization of a separatist movement 
in southern Azerbaijan and other provinces of northern Iran.”102

Meanwhile Moscow tried to extract from Tehran agreement to exclusive 
rights for oil exploration and extraction in northern Iran. Instead of withdrawing 
when it was time to leave in March 1946, Stalin sent in a further 15,000 troops 
to augment the 60,000 already there while Azeris and Kurds clamored for 
independence from Tehran.103 As he openly admitted, there was no “deep 
revolutionary crisis”; the success of the separatists was due entirely to the 
presence of Soviet forces.104 A pattern of territorial expansion that was by no 
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means restricted to Europe thus began to emerge as the war reached its close 
in Europe.

The Near East had its importance in illustrating the blatant use of local 
revolutionaries for national objectives. This was equally evident in the Middle 
East, instanced by Soviet support for Zionist terrorism. The fi rst contacts be-
tween Moscow and the Jewish Agency representing the community in Palestine 
(Yishuv) occurred in October 1940 between Dr. Nahum Goldman and ambas-
sador Konstantin Umansky, himself a Russian Jew and protégé of Litvinov, in 
Washington. The second took place at the end of January 1941 at a meeting 
between Dr. Chaim Weizmann and Maisky, also Jewish, in London. In discuss-
ing whether Palestine was the only likely future solution for the diaspora of the 
capitalist world, Maisky said that if this were so, then populations would have to 
be moved. In the words of the Jewish Agency record of the conversation, Weiz-
mann “said that if half a million Arabs could be transferred, two million Jews 
could be put in their place. That, of course, would be a fi rst instalment; what 
might happen afterwards was a matter of history.”105 The meeting was followed 
up by David Ben-Gurion, chairman of the Jewish Agency executive, in early 
October. He called in ostensibly to ask what help the Jewish community glob-
ally could do for the war effort. It soon became apparent he was disturbed that 
the Arab-Jewish Communist Party of Palestine had before the war supported the 
Arabs against Jewish colonization. He clearly wanted that policy changed and 
suggested a delegation be sent to Moscow.106 But Stalin was too preoccupied 
with repelling Germany to look so far from the fi eld of battle and into so distant 
a future.

When, however, the tide of war began to turn to allied advantage following 
the battle of Kursk, it occurred to the more extreme element within the Yishuv 
that Moscow might see them as a convenient instrument with which to under-
mine British power in the postwar Middle East. A breakthrough occurred when 
Maisky stopped over in Palestine en route from London to Moscow as part of 
his duties as deputy commissar. There, despite the best efforts of the British au-
thorities, Maisky managed to see Ben-Gurion, visit Jerusalem and a few settle-
ments, and probe the intentions of the agency for their plans.107 Encouraged as 
a result of Moscow’s evident interest, by the end of the year one terrorist group, 
the Stern Gang (Lohamei Herut Yisrael, or “Lehi”), recommended collabora-
tion with Moscow in view of its rivalry with London in the region.108

On 1 November 1944, the other terrorists, led by Menachem Begin, “Etzel” 
(Irgun Tzva’i Le’umi), assassinated the British resident minister in Palestine, 
Lord Moyne, who was vocally anti-Jewish. Vyshinsky was one of two senior 
Soviet offi cials who expressed a positive view of the struggle in conversation 
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with the Jewish Agency representative in Bucharest, Joseph Clarman.109 Such 
sentiments arose from assumptions that Arab “efforts to unite and to create a 
United Arab Federation are incited and supported by the British insofar as it 
suits their plans to reinforce their infl uence in the Middle East and to establish 
a barrier against any possible penetration of Soviet infl uence there.” As “none of 
the Arab countries is really an independent state,” Moscow estimated, “any sort 
of unifi cation among them is possible only under the aegis of a ruling power, 
which at present is Britain.”110

ANGLO-AMERICAN DIFFERENCES

Anxious at the prospect of Stalin making impossible a postwar balance of 
Europe, Churchill attempted to persuade General Dwight Eisenhower, com-
manding allied forces in the West, that troops press ahead to take both Berlin 
and Prague before Moscow did so. Stalin was aware of this. Churchill’s mes-
sage to Eden concerning Prague reached Soviet intelligence and was copied to 
Stalin on 26 April 1945.111 But neither the trusting Eisenhower, an increasingly 
despondent Roosevelt, nor his untutored successor Truman showed that they 
really understood the crucial importance of the battlefi eld in defi ning of the ter-
ritorial settlement following war. Only Stalin and Churchill did so, conscious of 
precedent; Stalin tutored by the historian Yevgenii Tarle, Churchill something 
of an historian himself.

Washington was at this early stage much lower down the learning curve in 
realpolitik. Kennan, writing to a former colleague two decades hence, refl ected 
on the “naïve assumptions about the personality of the Stalin regime and the 
prospects for postwar collaboration which permeated our entire policy-making 
at that time.”112 A few years and a growing conviction that Stalin was taking the 
United States insuffi ciently seriously were to make all the difference. A note 
to Moscow on 6 July 1948, for instance, claimed the right of Americans to be 
in Berlin as a consequence of withdrawing its forces from the region in 1945 to 
cede it to Russia. The note also stated that, had it known of what was to come 
in respect of the Soviet blockade of Berlin, the United States would not have 
done so.113 It was unquestionably a failure of statesmanship not to have real-
ized this sooner. Clausewitz’s dictum On War as the continuation of politics 
through other means was evidently read neither extensively nor deeply at West 
Point. General Walter Bedell Smith, as ambassador to Moscow and later head 
of CIA, had good cause for rueful regret at the “great mistakes . . . made during 
the war because of American failure to realize that military and political action 
had to go hand in hand.”114 Stalin, however, knew all too well. He had absorbed 
Clausewitz via Engels and Lenin. “This war is not as in the past; whoever oc-
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cupies a territory also imposes on it his own social system. Everyone imposes 
his own system as far as his army can reach. It cannot be otherwise,” Stalin 
famously told Yugoslav communist leader Milovan Djilas.115 And extravagant 
hopes of reaching as far as Denmark excited the Soviet mind. At discussions on 
postwar planning in June 1944 Lozovskii insisted on the need for military bases 
on Bornholm at the gates of the Baltic Sea. The problem was that Denmark was 
not an enemy state. The argument made to Dekanozov by the head of the fi fth 
European department was that Russia had “special interests . . . in Denmark 
which controls egress from the Baltic Sea.”116

Few were in a position to enlighten Washington for fear of rapid and fatal ret-
ribution. The Litvinovs were a notable exception; the only problem being that 
Maxim’s warnings were easily brushed aside as the grievances of a senior offi cial 
passed over for the highest offi ce.117 The fact that Litvinov had to emphasize 
the responsibility of Molotov rather than Stalin (the necessary fi ction of the 
evil counselors advising the innocent monarch) certainly did not help advance 
the credibility of his position. It was during the spring of 1945 that his garrulous 
wife asked Harriman whether he remembered the unsolicited advice she had 
offered a year before. “At that time,” Harriman recalled, “she had told me that 
it was her opinion that efforts on our part to ingratiate ourselves with the Soviet 
authorities were only interpreted as weakness on our part and that if we wished 
to establish our relations on a satisfactory basis we should be fi rm in all our deal-
ings with them. In commenting on the fact that Molotov was not going to San 
Francisco and the present very unsatisfactory state of our relations, she chided 
me for not having followed her advice of last year. She said that this advice still 
held true and that it was not too late to put it into practice if we desired to have 
our relations with the Soviet Union placed on a satisfactory basis.”118

UNCERTAIN SUCCESSION

Roosevelt fi nally died of a stroke at 4:35 p.m. on 12 April. The bewildered 
and entirely uninformed Harry Truman found himself in power two and a half 
hours later, at a crucial moment for the United States, with the world confront-
ing an uncertain, unsettled, and therefore troubled peace. Vice President less 
than three months before, Truman had attended cabinet meetings and had 
seen Roosevelt once or twice since then. “But he never did talk to me confi den-
tially about the war,” Truman recalled, “or about foreign affairs or what or what 
he had in mind for the peace after the war.”119

Those at the White House were so disoriented on 12–13 April that no one got 
up when Truman walked into the Oval Offi ce. This instinctive lack of respect 
lingered. That it would take time to adjust was inevitable. Yet time was short. 
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Washington paralyzed by grief, Churchill wasted not a moment reassessing 
Britain’s position. Immediately he resolved to take preemptive action where 
nothing had been agreed in advance with Moscow. “It is in our interests,” he 
wrote, “to prevent the Russian submergence of Central and Western Europe as 
far as possible.”120 To this end British forces were told to take northeastern Italy, 
Venezia Giulia, as speedily as possible in order to deny the key port of Trieste to 
the irredentist and communist Yugoslavs, who had signed a mutual assistance 
pact with Stalin on 11 April, thus breaching the letter of the percentages agree-
ment of October 1944; and to hold open the possibility of granting possession 
to Italy in order to throw the local Communist Party into confusion by raising 
aloft the banner of Italian nationalism above the red fl ag. Churchill’s message 
to Eden in Washington that it was now a waste of time to fritter away British ef-
forts in a lost cause with Yugoslavia was sent to Stalin by the London residency 
of the NKVD/NKGB on 5 May.121

Churchill acted swiftly because the death of Roosevelt prompted a new sense 
of uncertainty that Moscow might quickly exploit. He understood “that the new 
man [Truman] is not to be bullied by the Soviets.”122 This assessment was also 
read by Stalin,123 as was a telegram insisting that Britain and the United States 
had to stop the USSR absorbing Central and Western Europe.124 But Churchill 
also knew Truman had been kept in the dark by Roosevelt. Predictions of US 
policy were thus hard to make. Litvinov’s successor as ambassador and Molo-
tov’s protégé, the dullard Gromyko, found it “diffi cult to judge what domestic 
and foreign policy Truman will carry out.”125

Stalin, however, appears to have found intelligence assessments more pen-
etrating. He immediately made a show of force on 21 April by signing a mutual 
assistance pact with a Polish communist government as yet unrecognized in by 
the West. The omens were therefore not propitious when Molotov met Truman 
for the fi rst time on 22 April—only ten days after Roosevelt’s death. Harriman 
had warned Truman that “in effect what we were faced with was a ‘barbarian 
invasion of Europe,’ that Soviet control over any foreign country did not mean 
merely infl uence on their foreign relations but the extension of the Soviet sys-
tem with secret police, extinction of freedom of speech, etc.” Stalin had the 
impression that he did not have to heed US opinion and that “some quarters in 
Moscow believed erroneously that American business needed as a matter of life 
and death the development of exports to Russia.”126

Stalin had originally refused to allow Molotov to go to the United States 
for the opening of the UN. Indeed a TASS communiqué on 29 March had 
stated that Gromyko would attend instead. Stalin and Molotov had argued. On 
19 April, however, having won out, Molotov left, traveling via Anchorage, Alaska, 
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and then on to San Francisco before a hasty departure for Washington to see 
Truman. Erofeev noted: “Molotov’s participation in the San Francisco confer-
ence turned out to be very important, and he understood this from the very 
beginning, but had to take Stalin’s opinion into account. This was yet another 
instance of disagreements with Stalin, which increasingly became exacerbated 
and took on an increasingly severe form. In these disputes Beria played his part; 
he was no friend of Molotov’s.”127

Stalin’s actions the day before Molotov’s meeting with Truman consciously 
poured fuel on the fl ames. But Truman remained studiously cool, and the 
meeting, a preliminary before the foreign ministers began working on Poland, 
was brief and cordial. Matters were to prove different on the following day, 
however. Alerted that Moscow’s position had moved not one iota, Truman told 
Molotov that “our agreements with the Soviet Union so far had been a one-way 
street and that could not continue; it was now or never. He intended to go on 
with the plans for San Francisco and if the Russians did not wish to join us they 
could go to hell.” But this was only one side of the coin. Those advising him 
most concerned with the campaign to defeat Japan were not at all enthusiastic 
for a showdown.

Indeed, Stimson had no knowledge of Poland and, like the Chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General George Marshall, he was inclined to forgive 
Moscow anything on the grounds that they succeeded in battle. “He said we 
must understand that outside the United States with the exception of Great 
Britain there was no country that understood free elections.”128 The overall im-
pression Truman received, however, was “that the time has arrived to take a 
strong American attitude toward the Soviet, and that no particular harm can 
now be done to our war prospects even if Russia should slow down or even stop 
its war effort in Europe and in Asia.”129 On this occasion, therefore, he sided 
with James Forrestal, Admiral William Leahy (now presidential chief of staff), 
Stettinius, and Harriman, venting his fury at Molotov when they met later that 
day, on 23 April. This much is evident even from the toning down of the record 
by note-taker Bohlen.

Taking up Harriman’s suggestion of Lend-Lease as a stick with which to 
threaten Moscow, Truman insisted that failure to reach agreement on Poland 
would damage public opinion; that popular support was vital to economic ap-
propriations for overseas projects; and that Moscow should consider this in 
weighing his own and Churchill’s proposals on Poland. When Molotov coun-
tered that Moscow was interested in cooperation, Truman snapped back that 
this was of course true, “otherwise, they would not be talking today.” When 
Molotov went on to say observance of the Yalta decisions was for him a matter 
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of honor, Truman “replied with great fi rmness that an agreement had been 
reached on Poland and that it only remained for Marshal Stalin to carry it out in 
accordance with his word.”130 “I have never been talked to like that in my life,” 
Molotov objected. “Carry out your agreements and you won’t get talked to like 
that,” Truman responded.131 The president “used plain American language” 
(only retrospectively cleaned up for the record), Leahy noted, adding “language 
that was not at all diplomatic.”132

Present, Gromyko characteristically omitted all mention of this disagreeable 
exchange in his memoirs—themselves a monument to discretion (and trivia)—
but more than once confi ded what had taken place to Oleg Troyanovsky, Mo-
lotov’s foreign policy assistant on the United States. According to him, “Truman 
immediately took the offensive, accusing the Soviet Union of various mortal 
sins. The onslaught was indeed so unexpected that Molotov was taken aback, 
which rarely happened to him. After Truman’s tirade he readied himself to re-
ply, but the President thereupon gave to understand that the conversation was 
at an end and, excusing himself, left.”

Molotov was patently alarmed. He foresaw that Truman’s conduct would 
draw an extremely negative response from Moscow, and he feared Stalin would 
hold him responsible for everything. Back at the embassy a palid Molotov began 
putting together an account of the meeting for dispatch to Moscow. “He spent a 
long time writing. Evidently he completely failed to recast the dark tones of the 
discussion into brighter colors. Finally he called over Gromyko, and together 
they set to softening the sharp edges.”133 From Molotov’s standpoint, however, 
this was a risky procedure. Sooner or later Stalin would fi nd out what had re-
ally happened. Molotov was not Caesar’s wife; Stalin, as he was soon to be 
reminded, was much given to fatal suspicion even of his closest brother-in-arms, 
with Beria’s encouragement, of course.

TRUMAN BACKS OFF

The fi rst skirmishes over Truman’s attention had thus been won by Harriman, 
who said nothing to Kennan. But as the war against Japan drew to a climax, 
Truman muted his assertiveness against Moscow in deference to the military. 
Litvinov correctly advised Molotov that the allies were “interested in our enter-
ing the war with Japan. . . . For this very reason they will be more inclined to be 
accommodating than after their victorious conclusion of the war in the East.”134 
He was right. On further refl ection Truman “felt that agreements made in the 
war to keep Russia fi ghting should be kept and I kept them to the letter.” He 
added, “All of us wanted Russia in the Japanese war.”135 Indeed, the Kremlin 
was conscious that Washington refrained from exacerbating the relationship 
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still further.136 Intelligence information reaching Stalin from San Francisco 
noted that, although sent by Roosevelt to mediate between the Chinese nation-
alists and the communists, General Patrick Hurley had forbidden US offi cials to 
have anything to do with the Mao Tse-tung and that London and Washington 
were agreed on liquidating communism in China. Yet, and this was the mate-
rial issue for Stalin, Truman was nevertheless bent on defeating Japan.137

The end of the war in Europe thus sounded an inconclusive note in East-
West relations. In Moscow on the evening of 11 May, Marshal Georgii Zhu-
kov, Commander-in-Chief of Soviet forces in Germany, was summoned to 
Stalin, who suggested that the British were colluding with the Germans to use 
them against the Russians. Molotov expressed the view that with the death of 
Roosevelt, Truman would soon come to terms with the British. And the Ameri-
cans appeared to be lingering in Thuringia to snap up what they could lay their 
hands on in terms of technology. On Stalin’s view they were trying to improve 
their bargaining position vis-à-vis the Russians. “If you live with wolves, you 
have to howl like a wolf,” Stalin quipped.138 Meanwhile, on the following day 
in a telegram to Truman, Churchill expressed alarm “that half the American air 
forces in Europe has already begun to move to the Pacifi c theatre. The news-
papers are full of the great movements of the American Armies out of Europe. 
Our Armies also are under previous arrangements likely to undergo a marked 
reduction. The Canadian Army will certainly leave. The French are weak and 
diffi cult to deal with. Anyone can see that in a very short space of time our 
armed power on the Continent will have vanished except for moderate forces to 
hold down Germany.” What, then, “is to happen about Russia?” “I have always 
worked for friendship with Russia but,” Churchill emphasized, “like you, I feel 
deep anxiety because of their misinterpretation of the Yalta decisions, their at-
titude towards Poland, their overwhelming infl uence in the Balkans excepting 
Greece, the diffi culties they make about Vienna, the combination of Russian 
power and the territories under their control or occupied, coupled with the 
Communist technique in so many other countries, and above all their power 
to maintain very large Armies in the fi eld for a long time. What will be the 
position in a year or two, when the British and American Armies have melted 
and the French have a handful of divisions, mostly French, and when Russia 
may choose to keep two or three hundred on active service?” Churchill saw an 
“iron curtain . . . drawn down upon their front. We do not know what is going 
on behind.”139 It was this that led the prime minister plan for the possibility of 
war with Russia.

Churchill was right to worry. Having condemned Browder for ignoring the 
class struggle, Moscow now openly reasserted revolutionary solidarity with 
regard to the working class in the West facing “the looming danger of mass 
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 employment” and “the struggle which the peoples of the colonial countries are 
waging for their freedom and independence,” adding that it was “not surprising 
that the striving of the peoples in dependent countries for liberation fl ared up 
with new force during the struggle against fascist aggression.”140

In ignorance, Washington was unreceptive when asked to exploit military dis-
positions in the fi eld. Hopkins insisted to Truman that delaying withdrawal was 
“certain to be misunderstood by the Russians.”141 Truman sent Hopkins to see 
Stalin in late May. He returned early June via Frankfurt where he spoke at al-
lied headquarters, “bubbling with enthusiasm about his meetings with Stalin.” 
And whereas those he addressed naturally saw Germany as “the most diffi cult 
problem in Europe,” Hopkins “made it clear that Germany was pretty far down 
on Washington’s priority list.” He said with “obvious sincerity” that “we can do 
business with Stalin! He will co-operate!”142 Truman shared this naïveté: the 
Russians had “always been our friends and I can’t see why they shouldn’t always 
be.”143 Thus when Truman and Churchill requested “free access” to Berlin “by 
air, road and rail” and failed to obtain it, the president let the matter drop. Har-
riman, however, still shared Churchill’s concern. Newly appointed Under Sec-
retary of State Dean Acheson wrote to daughter Mary a few days later: “Averell 
is furious about the Rouskis—an attitude which is OK for those who can handle 
it but dangerous medicine for those who want to be ineffectively anti-Russian. 
He says rightly that they are behaving badly and running out of arguments and 
attempting to dominate Europe and elsewhere. With this I agree and I am for a 
policy of fi rmness. . . . He sees lots of trouble ahead and fears that San Francisco 
lulls people into a false sense that we don’t have to stand up to Stalin.”144

Acheson, however, had no intention of remaining in government.145 He had 
what his latter-day special assistant Lucius (“Luke”) Battle affectionately re-
ferred to as only “a veneer of Eastern seaboard polish.”146 Along with Marshall, 
whom Truman revered, Acheson rather than the president was to give intel-
lectual cohesion and steadfast purpose to US conduct of the Cold War in its 
crucial phase. For the moment, however, his views had yet to cohere. Acheson 
refused to see confl ict with Moscow as inevitable. Thus the only apparent by-
product of “crocodile” Harriman’s gruff lobbying was the decision encouraged 
by Leahy to cut Lend-Lease completely—leaving Britain in the same empty 
boat as Russia. Stalin had by then reached stark conclusions. He refused to con-
template a division of Germany on the grounds that it would lead to “American 
domination” of that country.147

In the West a fundamental problem lay with a president entirely unaccus-
tomed to dealing with other societies. A natural, prickly, and provincial isola-
tionism pervaded Truman’s early decisions. On 20 July, for instance, he wrote 
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of his having “to make it perfectly plain to them [Churchill and Stalin] at least 
once a day that so far as this President is concerned Santa Claus is dead and that 
my fi rst interest is [the] U.S.A.”148 He also tended to project his own personal 
experience onto alien political cultures. After the Potsdam summit he wrote: “I 
like Stalin. He is straightforward.” Stalin, indeed, reminded him of his sponsor, 
the corrupt Tom Pendergast of Missouri.149 Thus the dispatch of Hopkins to 
negotiate a compromise on Poland made sense if one were dealing with Pend-
ergast; yet Stalin was ill suited to the role assigned to him. Given his outlook, 
any compromise was bound to be a victory of form over substance.

In Poland, communists headed by Władisław Gomułka who had led a guer-
rilla struggle against Germany amounted to a mere 140,000.150 Without the Red 
Army they were powerless. On the other hand the behavior of the NKVD made 
ever more problematic attempts to win over the population. Gomułka therefore 
pleaded with the Kremlin to release some of those taken in the hope that they 
could be won over to widen the basis of support for the communist cause. Sta-
lin was persuaded to release many from the underground army who had been 
swept up in mass arrests that followed the entry of the Red Army into most of 
Poland.151 But, unable to secure freedom for leading émigré Poles imprisoned 
in March and ever anxious that Moscow be kept onside for the defeat of Japan, 
which Hopkins discussed with Stalin, Washington conceded without consult-
ing London and accepted communist predominance.

Churchill had little choice but to accept US concessions, though no more 
than that. “We desire the entry of the Soviets into the war against Japan at the 
earliest possible moment,” he wrote. However, Churchill continued, “Having 
regard to their own great interests in the Far East, they will not need to be 
begged, nor should their entry be purchased at the cost of concessions prejudic-
ing a reign of freedom and justice in Central Europe or the Balkans.”152 In a 
sop to Truman, Stalin allowed Stanisław Mikołajczyk, formerly leader of the 
London Poles and head of the Smallholders’ Party, to join the Polish govern-
ment as deputy chairman of the Council of Ministers on 28 June. On 5 July, the 
defeat of Japan in sight but with Soviet assistance still assumed vital, the United 
States and Britain swallowed hard and recognized the new Polish government.

Stalin had thereby secured Poland as a fi efdom with window dressing. But he 
knew that resistance was growing. Moscow had long been reading the secret cor-
respondence between the president and prime minister. On 4 June Churchill 
reiterated to Truman the “profound misgivings” with which he viewed “the 
retreat of the American Army to our line of occupation in the central sector, 
thus bringing Soviet power into the heart of Western Europe and the descent 
of an iron curtain between us and everything to the eastward.” He had “hoped 
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that this retreat, if it has to be made, would be accompanied by the settlement 
of many great things which could be the true foundation of world peace.” How-
ever, “nothing really important has been settled yet, and you and I will have to 
bear great responsibility for the future.”153 With this approach, had he known of 
it, which doubtless he did not, Litvinov was entirely out of sympathy. Still react-
ing to the preceding period of tension following Molotov’s visit to Washington, 
Litvinov asked Edgar Snow: “Why did you Americans wait till right now to be-
gin opposing us in the Balkans and Eastern Europe? You should have done this 
three years ago. Now it’s too late, and your complaints only arouse suspicion 
here.”154 Before long, however, when he came to realize the full extent of what 
lay behind Moscow’s behavior, he was to press for ever greater fi rmness from 
the West.

What fl owed out of London did nothing to reduce Stalin’s suspicions. 
From the NKVD residency on 3 August arrived the copy of a memorandum 
by  Under-Secretary Sargent dated 11 July. It argued that, although Britain had 
had to come to come to terms with Russia in the diplomatic arena, the time 
had come to throw down the gauntlet over Finland, Poland, Czechoslovakia, 
 Austria, Yugoslavia, and Bulgaria instead of waiting for Moscow to threaten 
 British interests in Germany, Italy, Greece, and Turkey. London’s policy should 
be to turn Italy, Greece, and Turkey into bastions of liberalism. The battle for 
Germany, however, would not only be more diffi cult but also more decisive for 
the whole of Europe.

The trouble was, and here Stalin’s ears will have pricked up, Britain could not 
count on continuing cooperation from the United States. Too many Americans 
considered Britain dangerous and reactionary, just as the British had seen the 
French in the 1920s. Only on the problem of economic revival, which touched 
core interests, did they seem likely to collaborate. Once it had given material 
aid to countries in diffi culty, Washington was more likely to show an inter-
est in their politics. As to Britain, it should challenge communist penetration 
in the majority of Eastern Europe and resist communism in Germany, Italy, 
Greece, and Turkey even if the Americans refuse assistance or embark on the 
appeasement of the Soviet Union. It was very much in terms of an economic 
counterweight that Sargent saw the security of British and American political 
interests in Europe: the earliest sign of the thinking that led eventually to the 
Marshall Plan.155

A crucial exception to US misgivings about Britain occurred in the fi eld 
of intelligence cooperation that had begun in February 1941 with the gift of 
the Purple Analog machine—a machine that broke the Japanese diplomatic 
code—to the British. This gesture was eventually rewarded with the sharing 
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of the efforts to break the German Enigma codes in June 1942.156 In June 1945 
the US Army and Navy Communications Intelligence Board (ANCIB) sug-
gested that London and Washington extend their collaboration after the war 
but against the USSR. This became project Bourbon. Arrangements remained 
informal, with the exchange of liaison units.157 Stalin will have known since 
Philby was building up the counterintelligence Soviet section of MI6.

RUSSIA ATTACKS JAPAN

Meanwhile, the sudden end to war in Europe had caught Moscow short. 
Germany’s defeat was not expected until much later. Throughout, Stalin had 
been rotating units between the Far East and the European front. Signs of a 
shift of air forces eastwards became apparent as early as October 1944. Previous 
air strength was calculated at around 1,770 aircraft. But between October 1944 
and July 1945 about 2,000 additional plans were moved east and between mid-
April and mid-June heavy military traffi c was observed along the trans-Siberian 
railroad, which was working to full capacity.158 From April to September an 
average of 10 trainloads were transported in twenty-four hours, peaking at 22 
in July.159 From May to 9 August 136,000 carriage loads of materiel had been 
transported.160 The number of men moved amounted to 33,465 in May, ris-
ing to 152,408 in June and 206,042 in July, dropping to 11,449 between 1 and 
8 August.161

Lozovskii, supervising Soviet policy in the East, wrote to Molotov on 10 Janu-
ary 1945 anxious lest the neutrality pact with Japan be extended. Russia needed 
“a free hand.” At the same time Moscow had to be careful to rid itself of the 
pact in such a way “that the Japanese hope through serious concessions on their 
part to see the neutrality pact extended for another fi ve years.”162 Thus it was 
duly denounced in the press on 6 April.163 Plans for the attack on Japan were 
not complete until the end of the month.164 But the need to catch up in plan-
ning as well as logistics inevitably heightened Stalin’s anxiety lest Washington 
jeopardize his prospective share in the Far Eastern settlement. Suspicions were 
easily aroused. A dispatch from Malik in Tokyo on 7 June reported an approach 
by former Prime Minister Hirota. Malik noted, “Throughout my discussion 
with Hirota, not only did he not once attack the USA and England, but he did 
not even direct a sharp remark at them. Doubtless the story about talks with 
the USSR is needed by the Japanese for peace soundings that could lead to ne-
gotiations with the USA and England.”165 Later Stalin acknowledged that “the 
deterioration in relations . . . was due to an accumulation of facts antedating the 
return of the Labour Government to power.”166 Since Labour came to power 

4 OH I 6 J PE J :QOOF O 0 HA , 3 I PE P ? : R HQPF J P PE 3 HH C PE HH = H JFR OFP 8 OO 
8 9Q OP 2? 0 JP H EPP , ? JP H Q OP I HF? J PPFJDE I A P FH PF J.A 1-'

0 P A C I J PPFJDE I J , ,

0
FD

EP
=

H
JF

R
OF

P
8

OO
/

HH
FD

EP
O

O
R

A



60 Ideology Triumphant

during the course of the Potsdam summit in July, it is fair to conclude that in 
Stalin’s mind, at least, a cold war was by now certain.

Stalin’s greatest concern, evidenced by his encrypted correspondence with 
the embassy in Tokyo, was lest Japan, fearing an attack and a vengeful settle-
ment, sought a separate peace with the United States and thereby forestalled 
Russian entry into the war and its share of the fruits. From Lisbon US diplomats 
reported an approach from the Japanese legation expressing interest in condi-
tional terms of peace and arguing in strongly anti-Soviet terms similar to those 
used by Himmler in negotiations with Sweden for a separate peace. Japan was 
said to be useful in keeping Russia out of China. Washington stood to lose the 
Chinese market if Russia came in.167 Moscow learned of this ballon d’essai. 
Early in June the Soviet political representative in Budapest, Pushkin, asked his 
American opposite number, Schoenfeld, for information about such peace feel-
ers. But he was told nothing was known. Pushkin thanked him, adding by way 
of explanation that “the Soviet Union had a bone to pick with Japan.”168 Stalin’s 
concern was made apparent when Hopkins saw him in May: “Stalin,” Hopkins 
noted, “expressed the fear that the Japanese will try to split the allies.”169 At-
tempts by Hirota to lure Moscow into negotiation were thus fi rmly rebuffed.

Goodwill naturally counted for nothing. As in Europe, so in Asia, Russia 
was dissatisfi ed with what had been formally agreed with the allies. At a meet-
ing with the Politburo, leaders of the state apparatus, and senior offi cers on 
26–27 June, veteran of the Far Eastern army Marshal Kirill Meretskov proposed 
the occupation of Hokkaido, Japan’s largest island to the north, along with 
territory agreed at Yalta. Young Nikita Khrushchev spoke in favor. Molotov, 
however, consistently Eurocentric and anxious to pace Soviet expansionism, 
spoke against on the grounds that it would breach the Yalta agreements; as did 
Marshal Georgii Zhukov, who dismissed it as an escapade.170 Stalin split the 
difference. He instructed the military to plan for the occupation of Hokkaido 
and then asked Washington to consent, fully expecting Truman to agree.171 Just 
as Litvinov feared and had warned, as with respect to Hitler, the appetite was 
growing with the eating. And it was not merely Stalin who had exaggerated 
expectations of the fruits of victory that he was reluctant to disappoint.

On 30 June Stalin appointed army Chief of Staff Marshal Aleksander 
Vasil’evsky commander-in-chief for the war. Negotiations now opened with 
China to secure what Roosevelt had promised on their behalf. On 2 July Stalin 
outlined the geopolitical rationale for his demands in terms strikingly similar 
to that deployed with respect to Europe: “We are closed up. We have no out-
let. One should keep Japan vulnerable from all sides, north, west, south, east, 
then she will keep quiet.” “Japan will be crushed,” he continued, “but she will 
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restore her might in 20, 30 years,” Stalin told Soong, Chiang Kai-shek’s Foreign 
Minister and brother-in-law. “The whole plan of our relations with China is 
based on this.”172

In conversation with Hopkins, Stalin appeared unduly anxious for a peace 
conference to close matters in Europe. Only this would consolidate the gains 
of war and translate them into legal form. He was lucky. British anxiety to 
settle matters before American forces demobilized and left them alone facing 
the mass of Russian troops worked precisely in the same direction. It was thus 
agreed to hold a summit that opened in the outskirts of Berlin at the Cecilien-
hof in Potsdam on 17 July. By agreeing to Berlin against Churchill’s wishes, 
Washington effectively placed the West once again—as at Yalta—in Soviet 
hands. Moscow made full use of the opportunity by delaying the opening of 
the conference until all US troops had been hurried out of the Soviet zone.173 
Here Truman reiterated the wish that Russia enter the war against Japan.174 “At 
the time,” Truman later confessed, “we were anxious for Russian entry into the 
Japanese war. Of course we found later that we didn’t need Russia there and the 
Russians have been a headache to us ever since.”175 After the plenary session on 
17 July, as everyone was dispersing, Truman ran after Stalin to say something. 
Soviet interpreter Pavlov hurried over and translated the president’s news that 
on the previous day the United States had tested a bomb of unusual destructive 
power. Stalin just listened and said nothing. Not a muscle moved on his face. 
He turned on his heels and departed. Taken aback by the reaction, or lack of it, 
Truman was at a loss for words, gazing after the disappearing Stalin.176 “Believe 
the Japs will fold up before Russia comes in,” Truman wrote in his diary on 
18 July. “I am sure they will when Manhattan appears over their homeland.”177 
“Had we known what the Atomic Bomb would do we’d have never wanted the 
Bear in the picture,” Truman wrote later.178

On the successful atomic test, Churchill said he “now thought it a good thing 
that the Russians knew about it and it may make them a little more humble.”179 
But ham-fi sted attempts by Truman and his new and independent-minded Sec-
retary of State, Irish-American southern segregationist Byrnes, to highlight the 
atom bomb in order to intimidate Russia backfi red badly, instead reinforcing 
Stalin’s suspicions about the breadth of US ambitions. He commented: “They 
slay the Japanese, and bully us. Once more everything is done in secret.”180 The 
Soviet military were horrifi ed at developments. Gromyko recalls: “The military 
in our General Staff had their heads in their hands. The Soviet Union, having 
only just beaten the fascist armies, once again faced the threat of attack. There 
sat people who, having passed through the hell of a fearful war, had not yet re-
covered from the ‘22 June’ syndrome and seriously considered that the USA, as 
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soon as it had to its credit 10–15 atomic bombs, could in a possible war with the 
USSR deploy them against the major cities and industrial centers. The Krem-
lin and the General Staff were nervous; mistrust of the allies now mounted. 
Opinions were expressed in favor of the preservation of a mass land army, the 
establishment of control over great expanses as a counter to possible losses from 
atomic bombers. In other words, the atomic blows against Japan forced us yet 
again to evaluate the signifi cance for the USSR of the entire East European 
bridgehead.”181

Stalin knew an atomic bomb had been tested. On 8 August 1941 an offi -
cer in Soviet military intelligence (Razvedupr) in London, Semyon Kremer 
(codename “Barch”), formally the military attaché’s secretary since January 
1937, made the acquaintance of one Klaus Fuchs. Fuchs, a German refugee, 
was then working on the theoretical side of the British atomic bomb project 
at Birmingham University. The practical application was done at Oxford. It 
was expected work would be complete in three months. Thereafter everything 
would go to Canada for industrial production.182 On 16 September 1941 the 
British Uranium Committee chaired by Lord Hankey but led by physicist Sir 
George Thomson convened and agreed that a uranium bomb was feasible in 
a few years. This information from spy John Cairncross was sent in to Moscow 
on 25 September by NKVD resident in London Anatolii Gorskii along with the 
news that on 20 September the Chiefs of Staff had agreed to proceed with its 
speedy construction.183

Not until 10 March 1942, however, did Commissar of Internal Affairs Lavrenty 
Beria present the state defense committee chaired by Stalin with this vital infor-
mation, the signifi cance of which had evidently eluded him.184 Fuchs handed 
over about 246 pages of secrets between August 1941 and October 1942, when 
Kremer returned to Moscow, and contact was taken over by Kuczynski by whom 
a further 324 pages were obtained through to November 1943. Meanwhile Yan 
Chernyak (codename “Jack”) recruited Alan Nunn May at the Cavendish Lab-
oratory in Cambridge in 1942 obtained some 142 pages on the bomb in several 
months’ work. The activities of both Razvedupr and the NKVD were coordi-
nated on this issue under the control of Sudoplatov’s section “S” at the NKVD. 
Early in 1944 everything—including the handling of Fuchs—was transferred to 
NKVD foreign intelligence. Nevertheless important progress was made in the 
United States by Arthur Adams, a Swede, who headed the Razvedupr’s illegal 
residency. He recruited a key scientist codenamed “Kemp” in February 1944 
who supplied more than 5,000 pages of secret documents in that year alone.185

The atomic bomb destroyed Hiroshima on 6 August. Two days later Russia 
hurriedly declared war on Japan. Another bomb fell on Nagasaki the day after. 
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Tokyo surrendered on condition that the emperor remain in place. Meanwhile 
Stalin, sending his forces across the borders into China and Korea against Ja-
pan’s occupation troops, had his eyes focused on the not-so-distant past as well 
as the future when Japanese forces on the mainland fi nally laid down their arms: 
“The defeat of Russian forces in 1904 in the period of the Russo-Japanese War 
left painful memories in the consciousness of the people. It left a black stain on 
our country. Our people believed and waited for the day when Japan would be 
beaten and the stain would be liquidated. We waited forty years, the people of 
the old generation, for this day. And here we are, this day has come.”186

The subordinate position of the USSR in the region was, however, underlined 
when Molotov suggested that several commanders-in-chief receive Japan’s sur-
render. “Besides General MacArthur there could be Marshal Vasil’evsky,” he 
suggested. Ambassador Harriman erupted in indignation: “The Soviet Union 
cannot present such demands after a total of two days at war with Japan. The 
United States, in tying up Japanese forces, did not give the Japanese the pos-
sibility of attacking the Soviet Union at the most critical time for the Soviet 
Union.”187 Moscow had thereby been served notice that this was exclusively an 
American sphere of infl uence. Stalin was beside himself with fury. Japan was a 
direct neighbor. Unpleasant memories of Russia’s humiliation at the hands of 
Japan at Tsushima still rankled even among Bolsheviks and imperial Japan had 
subsequently held a gun to Moscow’s head for over a decade. Now Russia might 
be denied satisfaction. On 16 August Stalin had asked that Soviet forces occupy 
the northern half of Hokkaido, the main northern island of Japan, thus bisect-
ing the country in the manner of Korea and Germany. Given Truman’s bitter 
experience of noncooperation with Stalin, this was hardly likely to be accepted, 
despite Stalin’s pleas. In reply on 18 August Truman rejected Stalin’s suggestion 
outright.188 Plans to land forces on the main northern island of Hokkaido were 
nevertheless confi rmed by Stalin on 20 August, only to be abruptly curtailed on 
the morning of 22 August. That day Stalin complained, “I and my colleagues 
did not expect from you such a response.”189

Moreover the US request for temporary landing rights on the Kuriles, terri-
tory explicitly allocated to Russia, was viewed with suspicion. Five days later 
Harriman clarifi ed that Washington was not seeking a permanent military base. 
Stalin received him coldly: “He was astounded to have received Truman’s origi-
nal request.”190 That same day the Chief of Staff Soviet forces in the Far East, 
Colonel-General Ivanov, circulated an advisory: “In order to avoid creating 
confl icts and misunderstandings with the allies, it is categorically forbidden to 
send any kind of ship or plane whatever in the direction of Hokkaido.”191 For 
its part, Washington saw no reason why Stalin should be allowed more say in 
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the fate of Japan than Truman had in Eastern Europe under Soviet occupation. 
Even allies like Britain were effectively excluded from the process of occupying 
Japan.192 These differences between Washington and Moscow were to come to 
a head when the foreign ministers of Britain, the United States, and the USSR 
met in London that September.

Stalin’s position prior to the conference was undoubtedly reinforced by sur-
reptitious receipt on 7 September of yet another memorandum purloined from 
the Foreign Offi ce: a record of Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin’s views. Here the 
veteran of trades union clashes with British communists and staunch opponent 
within the cabinet of extensive wartime aid to Russia said that the previous gov-
ernment had made too many concessions to Moscow and that these had led to 
the division of Europe into spheres of infl uence, which the Labour government 
opposed. Bevin wished to proceed with the bases of a Western bloc, but not of-
fi cially or in any haste. Bevin felt that Eden, who poorly understood economics, 
had underestimated what an understanding of economies and social democracy 
could do for the future of Europe.193 Britain was thus ready and waiting for what 
became the Marshall Plan at least two years before Marshall or anyone else in 
Washington had heard of it. They were therefore more than prepared to assist 
in conception and aid delivery when eventually the waters broke.

STALIN AND MOLOTOV FALL OUT

Molotov represented the USSR at the Council of Foreign Ministers in Lon-
don, but he was on a tight leash. Milovan Djilas contrasts him with Stalin: 
“With Molotov not only his thoughts but also the process of their generation 
was impenetrable. Similarly his mentality remained sealed and inscrutable. 
Sta lin, however, was of a lively, almost restless temperament.”194 Molotov had 
differed with Stalin during the 1920s, insisting on the importance of the expand-
ing the revolution worldwide.195 Yet as Stalin consolidated his power among 
equals Molotov became the loyal, indispensable, though never unquestioning, 
adjutant. In 1930 he was put in as Chairman of the Council of People’s Com-
missars. In 1939 he took over from rival Litvinov whom he hated. “Molotov 
doesn’t know how to charm foreigners,” commented Alexandra Kollontai, am-
bassador to Sweden, “as the clever Litvinov did.”196

Molotov did, however, represent a safe pair of hands, staying in his offi ce into 
the early hours of the morning—with his staff—until the signal came that Sta-
lin had retired for the night, which often meant he did not himself sleep until 
4:00 a.m. The difference was made up in catnapping. He used to tell the head 
of his own bodyguard: “Wake me up in fi fteen minutes,” and he was asleep as 
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soon as his head hit the pillow.197 His offi ce as chairman and, after 1941, deputy 
chairman, was on the same fl oor of the Kremlin government house building 
as Stalin’s, at the end of another wing.198 His other offi ce, from May 1939 until 
April 1949, was at Kuznetsky Most, the Narkomindel (which from 1946 became 
the Minindel). It was effectively “on wheels” to and from the Kremlin as occa-
sion demanded. Among his many subordinates Molotov used to be known as 
“the boss”; Stalin, “the big boss.”199

Generally Molotov stood proudly in Stalin’s all-encompassing shadow. He 
was more moderate, though extremely tough, highly effi cient, slow, plodding, 
dull, unrelenting, always in control. Being Georgian and of a more mercurial 
temperament, Stalin, however, had great diffi culty in containing the darker 
side of his own emotions and not infrequently fell victim to a terrifying para-
noia that resulted in the deaths of intimates and the imprisonment of the wives 
of immediate subordinates, let alone the millions of wretches rounded up in 
early morning raids and shot or starved to death in labor camps at the hands of 
the NKVD.

Throughout, Molotov was also undeniably loyal—unhesitatingly he went 
along with every death sentence Stalin proposed. Molotov protected his own, 
but to work for him was no privilege. He never obtained special treatment for 
subordinates. Duty was everything. The diplomatic traffi c delivered, half a 
dozen diplomats who worked in his secretariat would have to sort out what 
was important or vital from what was not; then they annotated the documents 
with recommendations. This meant that Molotov saw only a small percentage 
of materials and these had been assessed for action. He would then correct the 
annotations and admonish his subordinates for every kind of mistake, real or 
imagined.200 It was, moreover, impermissible to fall ill. “He was verbally abu-
sive. And if someone did not match up in his work Molotov replaced him with-
out further ado. Moreover, former service was not taken at all into account.”201 
As Erofeev recalls, in justifi ed exasperation, everyone suffered from high blood 
pressure working in Molotov’s offi ce except Molotov.202

Differences with Stalin nevertheless arose over policy that sorely tested his 
temper because of Molotov’s notorious stubbornness, long ago noted with ex-
asperation by Lenin. “Molotov was far from being the obedient executor all the 
time,” recalls Mikhail Smirtyukov, who worked under him at Sovnarkom from 
1930.203 Molotov had strongly pressed for an understanding with Germany in 
opposition to Litvinov. Even before the invasion Stalin showed his annoyance 
at Molotov by demoting his wife, Polina Zhemchuzhina, from membership 
of the Central Committee at the Eighteenth Party Conference (15–20 Febru-
ary 1941); Molotov then openly abstained from voting, in defi ance of Stalin.204 
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Once the Nazi-Soviet pact was shown to be disastrous in June 1941, as Litvinov 
had predicted it would be, “albeit unoffi cially, Stalin put the blame for its con-
clusion on Molotov.”205 Stalin’s irritation showed with the evacuation of the 
government to Kuybishev in October 1941 entrusted to the more junior deputy 
chairman of Sovnarkom Nikolai Voznesenskii instead.206 Molotov’s status within 
the tight inner circle never fully recovered from his fundamental misjudgment 
in the foreign policy of the 1930s most probably because, rather than despite 
the fact that, Stalin had listened to him but bore the ultimate responsibility for 
these errors. What is remarkable, perhaps, given Molotov’s evident limitations 
was Stalin’s tolerance of him. Khrushchev has pointed out that “Molotov . . . 
displayed incredible stubbornness to the point of stupidity.” And for Stalin this 
was a word of last resort in arguments with Molotov.207

The common portrayal of Molotov as invariably obedient is thus misleading, 
though the innocent view taken by a high US offi cial in the spring of 1945—that 
“Uncle Joe is all right—a straight shooter. It’s that double-crossing little Molotov 
who causes all the trouble”—was equally misleading.208 Molotov later lashed 
out at the presumption that he had been merely Stalin’s lapdog. “I more than 
any among you, above all you, comrade Khrushchev, sometimes argued with 
comrade Stalin and as a consequence of this faced great unpleasantness.”209 
One core difference in emphasis with Stalin apparent in the mid-1920s over the 
USSR’s internationalist revolutionary duty came to light again indirectly after 
the war. Whereas Molotov, self-consciously the old Bolshevik, spoke of “the 
Soviet Union,” Stalin increasingly referred to “Russia.”210 And whereas Stalin 
was willing to take the occasional risk, assistant Smirtyukov noted that “Molotov 
always knew that in any matter limits existed beyond which even he should not 
go.”211 Foreigners generally expected Molotov to succeed Stalin. And as the war 
drew to a close Stalin had talked of retirement: “Let Vyacheslav [Molotov] do 
some work!” he declared.212 “Age has taken its toll,” Stalin, now merely sixty-
fi ve, confessed to the US ambassador.213

This was not surprising. Stalin had not had a holiday for nine years. Some 
time from mid-October 1945 he “became ill, seriously so and for a long time.”214 
Rumors of illness leaked out. Yet handing over the reins was impossible. He 
became fearfully jealous when Molotov failed properly to consult him. Molo-
tov recalls: “In my opinion the last years Stalin began to weaken . . . sclerosis 
comes to all with age to various degrees. . . . But in him it was noticeable.”215 
Indeed, arteriosclerosis fi gured prominently in Stalin’s postmortem. He now 
spent a number of months toward the end of each year secluded on the Black 
Sea, where self-imposed isolation relieved only by the occasional visitor and a 
mass of incoming intelligence information fed morose and, indeed, lethal sus-
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picions. Here differences in temperament, refl ected in a greater willingness on 
the part of Molotov to compromise with the West and a reluctance to expand 
Soviet territory too far, which had previously been forgiven when overlain with 
absolute loyalty, now appeared threatening to Stalin’s ultimate authority.

When allied foreign ministers gathered in London in September 1945, com-
mon adversity that had held together this fragile wartime alliance against the 
onset of deep-seated mistrust was now a rapidly fading memory. Yet Truman 
hastened demobilization, a move he later conceded to have been premature.216 
The international situation remained fragile, and the domestic economy could 
not easily absorb the return of jobless GIs in the absence of burgeoning wartime 
production. “The people and Congress are so intent on demobilising and get-
ting the boys home to the farm and to the country store and to the city barber 
shop that the question of what is to be done with him when he arrives has not 
been made too full an impression,” complained Major General Fred Anderson 
at US Army headquarters.217

US dependence for the credibility of its power thus pivoted upon atomic 
bombs that had yet to be stockpiled. At Molotov’s side, Troyanovsky noted a 
distinct cooling of the atmosphere.218 For the fi rst time an allied summit was 
to close without any decisions. Two critical factors were at work. First, Sta-
lin believed Russia had to stand fi rm against the United States—not only had 
Washington challenged hegemony over Eastern Europe, it was now cutting 
Moscow completely out postwar Japan. Was not unilateral possession of the 
atomic bomb going to their heads? Second, Byrnes ineptly left everything to 
the full sessions, which were conducted morning and afternoon without al-
lowing for quiet soundings and coordination in informal gatherings that could 
normally take place when meetings were restricted to half the day. Trouble thus 
could not be correctly anticipated and proved impossible to head off in private 
with minimal fuss.

At the beginning of the conference Molotov conceded to a request that France 
and China be admitted to the negotiations for peace treaties with the former 
Axis Powers, in this case Finland and the Balkans. Summing up the fi rst week 
of talks in a telegram to Stalin on 19 September, Molotov mentioned the pres-
ence of the France and China, which were backing the Anglo-American posi-
tion against Moscow. Carelessly overconfi dent, Molotov predicted a deal as the 
search for compromise gained pace. Through Vyshinsky, Stalin, encouraged 
if not incited by Beria, pointed out that according to the Potsdam agreements 
only the big three could negotiate the treaties of peace. Molotov confi dently 
replied that because this was not “particularly important” and because Bevin 
and Byrnes were insistent, he had given way. There followed a brutal response 
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on 21 September, dropping the familiar form of address (ty) and instructing 
Molotov in no uncertain terms to follow the decisions of the Potsdam confer-
ence. “While the Anglo-Saxon states—the United States and England—stood 
in opposition to the Soviet Union, no one raised the question of majorities or 
minorities. Now that, in violation of the decisions of the Berlin conference and 
in the face of your connivance, the Anglo-Saxons have succeeded in bringing 
in the Chinese and the French as well, Byrnes has found a way of raising the 
question of majorities and minorities.”219

Molotov immediately fell into line. He still favored following through with a 
proposal from Byrnes concerning the demilitarization of Germany for a twenty- 
to thirty-year period, “without displaying any special interest.” But Stalin again 
drew him up short. “Byrnes’s proposal,” he wrote, “has four objectives in mind: 
fi rst, distract our attention from the Far East, where America is behaving like a 
latter-day friend of Japan’s, and by that means creating the impression that all 
is well in the Far East; second, to obtain from the USSR formal agreement that 
the USA will play the same role in the affairs of Europe as the USSR, in order 
then, in a bloc with England, to take the fate of Europe into its hands; third, 
to devalue the alliances already concluded by the USSR with European states; 
fourth, to render pointless all future alliances of the USSR with Romania, Fin-
land, and others.”220

This rebuke affords a fascinating glimpse into Stalin’s thinking. Whereas Lit-
vinov always favored an overarching international security framework, Stalin’s 
instincts were unilateralist. His priority was to create a Russian-dominated sys-
tem of alliances in Eastern Europe justifi ed by the danger of a German revival. 
A US proposal to forestall such a revival would undermine the core rationale for 
that system. It would make Soviet security dependent, albeit in part, on Wash-
ington. This mattered because Stalin’s security priorities were not in effect di-
rected at Germany at all, but aimed primarily at the United States. Stalin’s posi-
tion thereby matched the demands of the international communist movement 
in standing up to the leading capitalist Power. Moscow still harbored hopes for, 
rather than fears of, postwar Germany. Prior to the rise of Hitler, the German 
Communist Party (KPD) had been the largest in Europe outside Russia. At the 
outbreak of war, as already noted, even ex-Menshevik Maisky believed in the 
potential of revolution.

During the war, resident for Razvedupr in London Sklyarov claimed: “Above 
all our allies fear the entry of Russians into Germany, since this could, they 
believe, prompt communist revolutions throughout the countries of Europe.”221 
Khrushchev also tells us that with the advent of peace, “initially Stalin along 
with the other leaders of the CPSU presupposed that a strong Communist Party 
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would reemerge in Germany, that the entire working class would unite around 
it, and that it would take a fi tting place in the construction of a new Germany.”222 
Meeting German communist leaders on 4 June 1945 Stalin made clear that he 
expected them to work toward “an antifascist democratic Germany” in the form 
of a parliamentary democratic republic; that they should “not transpose the 
Soviet system to Germany”; thus all talk of socialism had to be put aside. At the 
same time, however, “the hegemony of the working class and its revolutionary 
party” had to be assured.223

It was the dashing of such hopes through the Marshall Plan that made Sta-
lin more pessimistic about prospects in Europe. There was also more to the 
clash between Stalin and Molotov than policy. Behind the scenes, Soviet dip-
lomat Erofeev learned, “Beria, who hated Molotov, began to play upon these 
disagreements.”224

The US pursuit of predominance in the Far East in fact left Britain no hap-
pier than Russia. The difference was that, in desperate need of Washington 
to counterbalance Moscow, London knew it had no choice. Bevin wistfully 
noted in November 1945: “The United States have long held, with our support, 
to the Monroe Doctrine for the Western Hemisphere and there is no doubt 
now that, notwithstanding all the protestations, they are attempting to extend 
this principle fi nancially and economically to the Far East to include China 
and Japan.”225 Similarly Bevin told Harriman that “the United States already 
had their ‘Monroe’ on the American continent and were extending it to the 
Pacifi c.”226 But, as we have already noted, the issue for Stalin amounted to more 
than merely Japan.

STALIN TIGHTENS THE SCREW

The reign of repression now gripping Poland made a mockery of the Yalta de-
cision on free and unfettered elections. “You keep conducting a defensive pol-
icy,” Stalin told Gomułka in mid-November. “You behave as if you were sitting 
in the dock.” The time for appeasement was over. “You don’t need to worry so 
much about the bloc disintegrating. If you are strong they are going to come to 
you.” Weakness was relative. The fact that the PPR—as the communists called 
themselves—were a tiny minority should not worry Gomułka. “A membership 
of 200,000 is a force which can overturn a whole country if it is well organized, 
well managed and controlled, and if it has instructions as to what to say and how 
to say it.” He advised: “Do not believe in divergences between the English and 
the Americans. They are closely connected to each other.” As to rumors of a war 
with the USSR, “They are not capable of waging a war against us. Their armies 
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have been disarmed by agitation for peace and will not raise their weapons 
against us.” And as to the atomic bomb: “Not atomic bombs, but armies decide 
war.” As to their aims: “First of all, they are trying to intimidate us and force us 
to yield in contentious issues concerning Japan, the Balkans, and reparations. 
Secondly, to push us away from our allies—Poland, Romania, Yugoslavia, and 
Bulgaria. I asked them directly when they were starting a war against us. And 
they said ‘Chto vyi? Chto vyi?’ [What on earth do you mean?]. Whether in thirty 
years or so they want to have another war is another issue. This would make 
them great profi ts, especially America, which is overseas and couldn’t care less 
about the effects of a war. Their policy of sparing Germany testifi es to that. He 
who spares the aggressor wants another war.”227

The West had no grounds for complacency. What followed only reinforced 
the conviction that in this Britain was correct. An important indicator was the 
suggestion that the United States continue intelligence cooperation “in view 
of the disturbed conditions of the world and the necessity of keeping informed 
of the technical developments and possible hostile intentions of foreign na-
tions,” a proposal to which Truman responded positively.228 At the theater on 
21 November 1945 Harriman encountered Litvinov, who told him “that he was 
disturbed by the international situation, that neither side knew how to behave 
towards the other, and that this was the underlying reason for the breakdown of 
the London Conference and the subsequent diffi culties.” Litvinov was not to 
be palmed off with the comment that time would heal the wounds. “He replied 
that in the meantime, however, other issues were developing. I suggested that 
it might clear the atmosphere if we came to an understanding about Japan. He 
replied that other issues would then confront us.” When asked whether he was 
deeply pessimistic, he responded, “Frankly, between us, yes.” But, as before, 
“crocodile” Harriman—never notably perceptive about human nature—was 
unfortunately still inclined to discount the warnings on the grounds that Lit-
vinov was personally out of sorts, “obviously antagonistic to Molotov, and his 
advice has evidently been disregarded by the Soviet Government.”229

LITVINOV PROPOSES CONTAINMENT

With ever greater pessimism Litvinov lobbied nevertheless for a settlement. 
Just as in 1944 he had pressed for a division of spheres of infl uence with Britain, 
so now he argued the same with the United States. “The strategic appetite of 
the United States, encompassing the entire Atlantic and almost all the Pacifi c 
oceans, West Africa and the countries of the Near East, makes possible at the 
appropriate moment an approach to the American Government with the offer 
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of ‘revealing one’s cards.’” Nothing, however, came of this suggestion, even had 
Molotov wished to risk Stalin’s wrath once more on behalf of a longstanding ri-
val.230 On 22 February 1946, Kennan, by now utterly exasperated and enervated, 
sent a long telegram to Washington that outlined his solution to the Soviet prob-
lem and in so doing echoed that of Litvinov. He differed, however, in having 
resolved that Marxism in Russia was merely a “fi g leaf,” a “guise” that overlay 
“the steady advance of uneasy Russian nationalism,” whereas Litvinov saw ide-
ology as a force in and of itself. Yet both diagnoses led to the same conclusions. 
Highlighting an “instinctive Russian sense of insecurity,” Kennan emphasized, 
that “they have learned to seek security only in patient but deadly struggle for 
total destruction of rival power, never in compacts and compromises with it.” 
This was “a political force committed fanatically to the belief that with [the] 
US there can be no permanent modus vivendi, that it is desirable and neces-
sary that the internal harmony of our society be disrupted, our traditional way 
of life be destroyed, the international authority of our state be broken, if Soviet 
power is to be secure.” The answer was to resist: “Impervious to [the] logic of 
reason,” it was “highly sensitive to [the] logic of force. For this reason it can eas-
ily withdraw—and usually does—when strong resistance is encountered at any 
point.” He concluded, “If the adversary has suffi cient force and makes clear his 
readiness to use it, he rarely has to do so.”231

Despite their differences, it is no accident that the strategy advocated by Ken-
nan was identical to Litvinov’s: containment of burgeoning Soviet power. In 
February the usually cautious Molotov boasted publicly, “It is now impossible 
to resolve the serious questions of international relations without the participa-
tion of the Soviet Union or without listening to the voice of our motherland.”232 
The problem was that in alienating the Western Powers to the point where they 
were coalescing against the USSR, Stalin’s behavior would result in Moscow 
being cut out of any say in the settlement of issues within an exclusively West-
ern sphere of infl uence. And as if to underline Kennan’s worrying message, Sta-
lin, who had raised control of the Dardanelles at Yalta and made demands for 
territorial concessions on Turkey in June 1945, once again turned up the heat 
on Ankara. Moreover, when incoming US ambassador Bedell Smith visited the 
Kremlin on 4 April 1946 he asked, in part with reference to Turkey, how much 
further Stalin intended to go. Looking the ambassador directly in the eye, Sta-
lin coolly and provocatively parried: “We’re not going much further.”233

This attitude of mind was precisely what drove Churchill, now in opposi-
tion, to speak out at the hitherto little-known Westminster College in Fulton, 
Missouri—Truman’s bailiwick—on 5 March. Here he repeated in public that 
an iron curtain had been drawn across Europe. “I do not believe that Soviet 
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Russia desires war,” he intoned, also echoing Litvinov. “What they desire is the 
fruits of war and the indefi nite expansion of their power and doctrines.”234 The 
reaction from the Kremlin was forceful; as Stalin freely confessed, “crude.” But 
there was no danger of war, he insisted. “The aim was to intimidate us.”235

In March 1946 London and Washington fi nally cemented intelligence coop-
eration with the UK-USA agreement which updated its predecessor, BRUSA, 
concluded in 1943.236 Kennan’s long telegram relaunched his idling career. It ar-
rived just as the White House had to make sense of continued failure to redress 
the relationship with Moscow along American lines. Clark Clifford drew it to 
Truman’s attention. Before long Kennan was recalled to Washington; though 
it was not until 5 May 1947 that General Marshall made him the fi rst director 
of policy planning in the State Department, a post that handed him the con-
struction of strategy and tactics in US foreign and intelligence policies against 
the expansion of Soviet power and communist power in general. He returned 
from Russia “disgusted with our defeatism and hysteria, in the face of the Soviet 
political onslaught: disgusted with the attitude of ‘collaboration with Russia is 
impossible; therefore there must be a war.’ I was conscious of the weakness of 
the Russian position, of the slenderness of the means with which they operated, 
of the ease with which they could be held and pushed back.”237

Meanwhile, ignorant of the shift that Kennan’s arrival in Washington signi-
fi ed and despairing lest no one important was listening, Litvinov raised the risk 
to his own life and that of his family by briefi ng others, including Kennan’s 
counterpart at the British embassy, Frank Roberts, in the deputy commissar’s 
offi ce. The briefi ng was presumably intercepted by Beria and the transcript 
read by Stalin and Molotov, as was the case with Litvinov’s warnings to the US 
journalist Hottelet on 18 June.238

Although no Russianist, the diminutive but quick-minded Roberts—“the 
wicked wizard”—needed no prodding on Litvinov’s part; but, just in case he 
did, Litvinov spelled out matters with characteristic bluntness. If concessions 
were granted in reaction to Moscow’s entreaties, Litvinov emphasized, it “would 
lead to the West being faced, after a more or less short time with the next series 
of demands.”239 When asked whether he meant to compare the USSR with 
Nazi Germany, Litvinov said, “Hitler probably felt sincerely that his demands 
were justifi ed that he was entitled to Lebensraum. Hitler was probably genu-
inely convinced that his actions were preventive and forced on him by external 
circumstances.”240

This came as something of a shock. Bevin might, in a moment of peevish-
ness, liken Moscow’s behavior to that of the Nazis, but for Litvinov to do so was 
truly astonishing. Roberts noted that “Litvinov himself was less outspoken than 
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his wife, but he has consistently taken the line that a fundamental decision had 
been taken in the Kremlin which precluded the development of friendly rela-
tions on the basis of our joint war effort, and that this decision made increasing 
suspicion and friction inevitable. When I have suggested to him that the Soviet 
rulers in the Kremlin could not want war, Litvinov has agreed but has usually 
added: ‘Neither did Hitler, but events became too strong for those who should 
control them, if they have set a wrong course.’”241

At home Litvinov paced the house in frustration with little to do, knowing 
it to be bugged, muttering, “You have got to bully the bully.”242 And he left no 
doubt whom he meant by the bully, though in conversation with foreigners 
he was very careful never to mention Stalin’s name, only Molotov’s; the more 
perceptive understood what he meant, however. Nevertheless, “Mrs. Litvinov 
herself talks to us quite openly about the possibility of their being sent to Si-
beria,” Roberts wrote.243 Anything in writing that could incriminate them in 
Stalin’s eyes had to be destroyed. “Never mention to anyone,” Ivy had written to 
the Meyers in mid-November 1943, “but I have left behind a document in ms. 
which might one day (in about 10 yrs is my guess) be of the greatest interest.”244 
In January 1946 she wrote to Freeman asking him to destroy the memoir that 
by then lay in the vaults of a New York bank. “I cannot live in peace till I know 
it no longer exists,” she wrote, adding, “These last two years have been full of 
struggle and anxiety.”245 Freeman consigned it to the furnace in the basement 
of the building.

To Hottelet in June a resigned and fatalistic Litvinov suggested that relations 
between East and West had deteriorated beyond the point of recovery. The 
root cause was the ideological conception prevailing in Moscow that confl ict 
between capitalism and communism was inevitable. Peaceful coexistence no 
longer seemed practicable. Asked why the existing leadership should cling to 
the acquisition of natural frontiers to ensure security, Litvinov said that Russia 
had returned to an outmoded concept of geopolitics to assure their security 
through territorial expansion and they had done so “because they are conserva-
tive in their thinking and still follow old lines.” And he was pessimistic whether 
a younger generation would make any difference given that they would be in-
doctrinated as was the old. Unfavorable comparisons with Hitler’s search for 
Lebensraum were again made, as with Roberts, and he did not see any chance 
of changing a totalitarian state from within.246 When the subject of Germany 
arose in conversation with Hottelet, Litvinov expressed the view that each side 
wanted Germany as a whole. Thus it would be broken in two. It remained 
the greatest problem outstanding between East and West. Molotov’s comments 
later left no doubt where he stood. “Litvinov was completely hostile to us . . . 
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we received a transcript of the conversation by the usual means. . . . A complete 
betrayal.”247 For his outspokenness Litvinov merely lost his job and not his life 
or his freedom.

In London, by April 1946 spy Burgess was assistant private secretary to the 
Minister of State at the Foreign Offi ce, Hector McNeill, with access to every-
thing Moscow needed. McNeill was a clever and tough-minded thirty-six-year-
old Scot, but he was also a lazy man who gave Burgess free run of his offi ce and 
had him draft his papers.248 By no means all Stalin’s questions were answered, 
however. The key question was whether the US quest for predominance would 
result in an early collision with Britain or whether, ever mindful of reduced 
resources, Britain would seek to harness the United States to its own advantage 
and therefore abrogate understandings already made with Russia.

The response in Moscow to rising hostility from Washington was twofold. 
When the Americans showed every sign of resolute resistance to Soviet en-
croachment in areas marginal to Russian security—Turkey, Manchuria, Den-
mark, and Iran—Stalin had taken a step back. With respect to Iran his reason-
ing is available and of great interest. The withdrawal of troops was completed 
on 9 May 1946, a move that prompted complaint from the head of the so-called 
democratic party of Azerbaijan (northern Iran). Stalin did not think highly of 
foreign communists unable to achieve what the Bolsheviks had achieved. But 
he generously outlined his reasoning: “We cannot leave them any longer in 
Iran mainly because the presence of Soviet forces in Iran has undermined the 
bases of our liberation policy in Europe and Asia. The English and the Ameri-
cans have told us that if Soviet forces remain in Iran, then why should Eng-
lish forces not remain in Egypt, Syria, Indonesia, Greece; and American forces 
as well—in China, Iceland, Denmark.” Nevertheless in rebuke he saw fi t to 
add: “While Soviet forces were in Iran, you had the chance of furthering the 
struggle in Azerbaijan and of organizing a broad democratic movement with 
far- reaching demands. But our forces had to leave Iran.”249

On crucial issues, however, the dominant line was to offer stubborn resistance 
to US solutions, notably to the German problem, on equitable terms. Thus, 
when allied foreign ministers met, Stalin seemed more intent on confrontation 
rather compromise. Twice, on 30 April and 2 May, he reprimanded Molotov for 
not exposing US expansionism in spreading military bases around the globe.250 
Molotov duly obliged on 5 May.251 “Across the globe,” Molotov argued, “there 
is not one corner that has not attracted the gaze of the United States. The USA 
is organizing its air bases everywhere: in Iceland, Greece, Italy, Turkey, China, 
Indonesia, and other places; there are a great number of naval and air bases in 
the Pacifi c Ocean. Up to now the USA has maintained its forces in Iceland in 
spite of protests from the Iceland government, and also in China.”252
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At home, Stalin simultaneously cracked down on the limited degree of cul-
tural and literary pluralism unleashed in time of war. The so-called Zhdanovsh-
china was inaugurated at a meeting on 18 August 1946, to which representatives 
of the creative intelligentsia were summoned.253 And in a parting gesture of 
indifference to Western opinion, on 24 August Litvinov was fi nally dismissed 
from the Minindel. The last time he had been sacked was a matter of months 
before the Nazi-Soviet pact. Stalin’s action was thus resonant with symbolism. 
It indicated that he was now dispensing with even the appearance of acting in 
concert with the democracies. Anti-American polemics were discharged with 
virulence from the pages of a press controlled absolutely by party and state, 
even while a noticeable lightening of attacks on Britain indicated that Stalin 
believed he could encourage a measure of Western disunity. But, contrary to 
nonsense spread by Mikoyan and reiterated by Valentin Berezhkov, Litvinov 
was never murdered. Indeed, Maxim—no sentimentalist—told his daughter 
that Stalin was holding him in reserve in the event of the need to heal rela-
tions with the West.254 Ivy recalled that he “was still going to the Kremlin every 
day for dinner and to mix with former colleagues.” And in the last months of 
his life he had “round-the-clock nurses, weekly consultations by the fi rst [best] 
heart specialists in the country . . . anti-biotics . . . sedatives . . . at last the 
oxygen tent.”255

Struggling to meet popular demand for greater welfare, Britain faced hu-
miliating conditions for a loan from Congress, mediated by the sympathetic 
fi gure of Acheson—convinced by Truman of the need to stay in government. 
Meanwhile, as the Labour backbenches in Britain reacted to worsening East-
West relations by sympathizing with Moscow, Stalin saw an opportunity to drive 
a wedge between London and Washington. He attributed any attempt at rap-
prochement to weakness. On 4 September Andrei Zhdanov—now overseeing 
relations with fraternal parties—briefed Dimitrov, former head of the defunct 
Comintern. Stalin thought “that a new war in the immediate future is out of the 
question. He is,” Zhdanov assured Dimitrov:

completely calm about the way things are developing. If in our analysis of 
the present situation we base our judgement not on form but on the content 
of what is going on, we can say with confi dence that from our point of view 
everything is in order. All the noise made by the Anglo-Ameri[cans] and the 
threats of a new war are nothing but blackmail. They want to discredit the 
Soviet Union in the eyes of their workers. But this is already evidence that our 
infl uence in their countries is strong enough. The contradictions between 
England and America are still to be felt. The social confl icts in America are 
increasingly unfolding. The Labourites in England have promised the En-
glish workers so much concerning socialism that it is hard for them now to 
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step back. They will soon have confl icts not only with their bourgeoisie, but 
also with the American imperialists. It was not by chance that [Labour Party 
chairman Harold] Laski came to us with his delegation. All the time he was 
justifying himself and the Labour Party and reported what they had done. 
He declared that they would not give in to the imperialists. They will follow 
their own parliamentary path to socialism. Stal[in] told him: We consider the 
Soviet way to be a better one, but if you think that the parliamentary way is 
more suitable for England, we will not object to that. It is obvious that Laski 
was trying to fi nd out whether Moscow would conduct a policy of “societiz-
ing” [socializing] England. . . . It was also clear that the Labourites wanted to 
prepare the ground for the moment when, should they be in a tight spot, they 
would have some support from the Sov[iet] Union.256

In conducting a policy of expansion predicated on a degree of risk carefully 
calibrated, Stalin was inadvertently hastening the very outcome he had always 
dreaded: the emergence of the United States as a formidable force to reckon 
with that would challenge Russia for predominance. To gird itself for the con-
frontation ahead, Washington had to mobilize public opinion along ideologi-
cal lines according to the values, both capitalist and democratic, that had long 
inspired the Republic. Here Kennan, for one, was soon at variance with the 
struggle under way. From being a confl ict over the balance of Europe, the Cold 
War now also became preeminently a clash of values. And before long the two 
had become so interwoven as to make any degree of separation invisible to the 
casual onlooker.
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COMINFORMITY

The entire question is one of the balance of power. If you are in the right condi-
tion, attack. If not, do not take to the fi eld. We do not go into battle when our 
enemy wishes, but when it is in our interests.

—Stalin

It has been assumed by some that because Trotsky berated Stalin for betray-
ing the revolution and that because Stalin butchered so many revolutionaries, 
he had no commitment to the Leninist heritage. Yet Trotsky himself expressed 
surprise and, indeed, satisfaction in 1940 that, in occupying territories obtained 
through the Nazi-Soviet pact, Stalin eviscerated the old order and installed the 
new on the Soviet model:

In the regions which must become a component of the USSR, the Moscow 
government will take measures to expropriate the big property owners and to 
nationalize the means of production. Such action is more likely not because 
the bureaucracy is true to the socialist program, but because it does not wish 
to and is unable to share power and the privileges connected with the old 
ruling classes of the occupied regions. Here an analogy presents itself. The 
fi rst Bonaparte brought the revolution to a halt with the aid of military dic-
tatorship. However, when French forces invaded Poland, Napoleon signed a 
decree: “Serfdom is abolished.” This action was not dictated by Napoleon’s 
sympathy for the peasants, but by the fact that the Bonapartist dictatorship 
rests not on private but on state property. The Red Army’s invasion of Poland 
must virtually bring with it the liquidation of capitalist private property, in 
order thereby to bring the regime of the occupied territories into line with the 
regime in the USSR.1

This assessment would apply equally to Central or Eastern Europe under Soviet 
occupation from 1945. In this sense Stalin’s own preferences are irrelevant: he 
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was as driven as Napoleon by forces much greater than his own. If one instead 
concedes Stalin’s preferences to have been Bolshevik, then he and Trotsky dif-
fered rather more over means than ends.

Stalin outlined his position regarding revolution abroad in 1925. He never 
foreswore international revolution, but he certainly doubted the ability of oth-
ers to accomplish it alone. Soviet military assistance was essential:

Linked to the fact that the preconditions for war are growing and war could 
certainly come if not tomorrow or the day after tomorrow but after some 
years, it is an inevitable concomitant that war cannot but exacerbate a do-
mestic, revolutionary crisis; in connection to which we could not but face 
the question of our involvement in these affairs. I suggest that the strength of 
the revolutionary movement in the West is great; it could lead to the fact that 
somewhere the bourgeoisie are removed, but they are unlikely to be able to 
hold their ground without our help. . . . This does not mean that we are under 
any obligation to take direct action against anyone. That is not the case. . . . 
Should war break out we, of course, would enter into it last, at the very last, in 
order to throw our weight on the scales, a weight that could tip the scales.2

Whereas for other Soviet leaders, notably Lenin and Trotsky, the revolution 
could succeed elsewhere by its own efforts, for Stalin the exertion of external 
military power was vital. The acquisition of more than 11 million men in uni-
form as a by-product of beating the Germans thereby put on the agenda the 
prospect of aiding others to revolution in a manner unthinkable prior to 1939. 
Whether to intervene was, of course, a matter of judgment as to the prevailing 
balance of power and how the West was likely to react. Given Western sensi-
tivities, in the case of Germany and the lands between, it was deemed wise to 
“mask” the process of domination. Around the summer of 1944 Leningrad Party 
secretary Andrei Zhdanov, a Stalin favorite, noted that the USSR’s neighbors—
Austria, Hungary and Germany—would likely as not make “a peaceful transi-
tion to socialism.” In the spring of 1945 he explained to Finnish Party leaders 
that “certain commanding positions” had to be taken, the state apparatus had 
to be penetrated, and its orientation adjusted.3

Thus the entire process of absorbing Eastern Europe within the Soviet sphere 
had been orchestrated to lull Western public opinion into believing that a spirit 
of compromise had taken hold: between Soviet security, the ambitions of lo-
cal communist movements, and the demands of bourgeois as well as social 
democratic parties.4 Stalin himself recognized that “during the fi rst three to 
four years after the war in Hungary, Czechoslovakia, and Poland nationalist 
sentiment will predominate.”5 A degree of national autonomy had therefore 
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initially been sanctioned, varying from country to country, that allowed local 
rulers to determine how far, how fast, and in what form communist practices 
were introduced. Hungary even had free parliamentary elections on 4 Novem-
ber 1945 until, that is, the communists lost to the Smallholders’ Party.

The narrow margin of tolerance enabled Moscow to embed what were 
largely alien elements into national soil. This process would take time. Stalin 
was therefore initially unconcerned that the East European Parties rejected 
the Soviet model. The Red Army’s presence and the weakness of the opposi-
tion suffi ced: “The advantage of the Soviet form is that it solves the problems 
quickly—by shedding blood; but you can do without it because the capitalists 
in your country surrendered immediately. In other words, you were lucky, and 
we are responsible for your luck, as we readily admit.”6 By the time this was said, 
however, relative autonomy had gone, policies rammed into reverse, and Soviet 
control rigidly enforced when national resistance appeared.

Molotov and Beria had said that the coalition governments in Eastern Eu-
rope would not last long.7 Later Molotov recalled their caution. “For this rea-
son it was people’s democracy and not dictatorship of the proletariat; what was 
needed took transitional form.” But it was nonetheless “in essence” a “tough 
line” leading to the “construction of socialism in these countries.”8 Stalin’s ad-
vice to the Yugoslav communists was in this respect instructive:

It is a general rule that if you cannot attack, defend yourself, gather your 
strength, and then attack. In relation to bourgeois politicians one has to be 
cautious. They, bourgeois politicians, are quick to take offense and are venge-
ful. You need to keep your feelings to yourself; if sentiment takes over, you 
will lose. In his day Lenin could not conceive of the correlation of forces that 
we have obtained in this war. Lenin reckoned that everyone would attack us; 
and the best that could happen would be if some distant country, America, 
for example, were neutral. And now it has turned out that one group of the 
bourgeoisie moved against us, and another—with us. In the past Lenin did 
not think it possible to ally with one wing of the bourgeoisie and fi ght with 
the other. We succeeded in doing this; we are ruled not by sentiment but by 
common sense, analysis, calculation.9

Given the tentative hold the Polish Communist Party—now called the 
United Workers’ and Peasants’ Party—had on the sentiments of the popula-
tion, only rigged elections and the use of terror could ensure that Moscow’s 
friends remained in power. On 19 January 1947 the legislative elections were 
won overwhelmingly by the peasant party, Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe, but 
the result was a crushing victory for the communists and their allies.10 Thus a 
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 memorandum of April 1948 from the foreign policy department of the Soviet 
Central Committee rightly accused the nationalist Gomułka of underestimat-
ing “the decisive role of the Soviet Union and the Soviet army in guaranteeing 
favorable preconditions for the victory of the forces of Polish democracy over 
reaction and the strengthening of the democratic system in Poland.”11

TROUBLE IN GREECE

Stalin said in May 1946, “We do not intend to attack England and America; 
they would not take the risk. No war is possible for at the very least twenty 
years.”12 He thus ratcheted up the tension to force the other side to back down 
through territorial demands to Turkey; claims to Norwegian soil (Bear Island 
and Spitsbergen); occupation of Danish Bornholm; resistance to withdrawing 
troops from Manchuria and northern Iran. All raised serious questions about 
Soviet intentions. But Stalin also called a tactical retreat along many fronts 
in March 1946 after Kennan’s long telegram. One area in particular was a sig-
nifi cant test of Stalin’s respect for his adversaries. This was Greece, which had 
clearly been designated a British sphere in the negotiations of October 1944.

Here Stalin moved with great caution. The idea of a communist Greece 
was inherently desirable. The question was whether it was attainable without 
directly confronting Britain. The latter had hoped the return to Athens in May 
1945 of Party General Secretary Nikos Zachariadis from internment in Dachau 
would consolidate a moderate line.13 Zachariadis, however, defended the De-
cember revolt, though acknowledging that an opportunity had been lost to ne-
gotiate with Churchill. He also spoke of Greece balancing between the north 
(Russia) and the south (Britain).14 But comment in the Soviet press indicated 
Moscow’s support against British “occupation” of the country.15 And asked in an 
interview with the Manchester Guardian on 27 August whether Britain should 
leave Greece, Zachariadis replied: “When you go there will be civil war for two 
months. Then everything will be all right.”16

On 31 March 1946 the KKE boycotted the parliamentary elections. Mos-
cow believed this an error of judgment. When the Greek comrades had asked 
whether they should “prepare for an armed uprising,” they were told instead to 
“organize their self-defense, combined with the political mobilization of the 
pop[ular] masses.”17 Had they participated, Molotov maintained, it “would have 
permitted the KKE to evaluate the situation continuously and, depending upon 
developments, to throw its weight sometimes into legal forms of mass struggle, 
and other times into armed struggle.”18 This much will have been made clear 
to Zachariadis on 2 April 1946 when he visited Dimitrov in Sofi a, Bulgaria.19 
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Later Stalin “stressed the fact that the Greek Communists earlier made an error 
with the boycott of the parliamentary elections.” “Boycotting makes sense when 
it brings about the failure of elections,” he advised. “Otherwise, a boycott is a 
foolish thing.”20

Josip Broz (“Tito”), who had liberated most of Yugoslavia independently of 
Moscow and was soon to collide headlong, was an unusual, oddly feminine 
but charismatic fi gure. In contrast to Russia, and this is where Moscow and 
Belgrade came to blows, Tito supported the boycott and promised comprehen-
sive moral and material support.21 Having rejected the ballot, the KKE now 
embarked on armed struggle, but of independent bands of partisans rather than 
regular military detachments. Throughout late summer the leadership bid for 
material support from both Yugoslavia and Bulgaria, trying and failing to obtain 
permission to argue their case in Moscow. At the end of August Zachariadis 
told Dimitrov that civil war was a fact in Thessaly, Macedonia, and Thrace; 
to a lesser extent also in the Peloponnese. In a transparent attempt to deceive, 
Zachariadis argued, somewhat implausibly, no doubt to appeal to the cautious 
Stalin, that the fi ghting under way was not for military victory but to provoke 
 international opinion into forcing a British withdrawal, opening the path to 
power.22 A fortnight later, on 12 September, Iannis Ioannidis, now KKE per-
manent representative in Belgrade, arrived in Sofi a with a memorandum for 
fraternal parties calling for extensive aid, including munitions.23

Belgrade was always more responsive to Greek communists than Sofi a. 
Dimitrov balanced precariously between Moscow and Belgrade. On 14 Octo-
ber Macedonian partisan units of the Yugoslav army were transferred to the 
so-called Democratic Army of Greece, which consolidated communist ranks 
into a single entity on 27 December with its own general staff under Markos 
Vafeiadis. Thereafter KKE demands for aid were inexhaustible. Bulgaria, how-
ever, persistently held back, initially on the plausible grounds that it was await-
ing settlement of peace treaties with Britain and the United States. Thereafter, 
refl ecting Stalin’s view, Dimitrov was openly discouraging: the encroaching 
winter conditions and the international situation overall were not conducive 
to operations on a broad scale. A radiogram on 10 November from the KKE 
to Zhdanov thus went unanswered, as did a further message on 20 December 
calling for aid.24 With some 20,000 under arms by January 1947, the KKE was 
not downhearted. “The Bulgarians themselves promise and later refuse,” the 
KKE complained on 28 November.25 They had nevertheless given generous 
fi nancial support in dollars from Party reserves some two years before.26 Zacha-
riadis, as determined as ever, then visited Moscow to plead with Zhdanov on 
22 May, requesting heavy artillery. He received a lecture on Soviet priorities. 
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82 Cominformity

“The big reserve” had to be retained for the future: “Not everybody realizes 
that one has to pick a moment to unleash all the forces of the USSR,” Zhdanov 
said.27 Moscow did, however, give $100,000 after Dimitrov subsequently inter-
ceded on behalf of the KKE.28

THE TRUMAN DOCTRINE

By February 1947 the White House had no illusions. “I went to Potsdam with 
the kindliest feeling toward Russia,” Truman noted; “in a year and a half they 
cured me of it.”29 And a new crisis loomed. The pound sterling was collapsing. 
With troops on the line and fi nancial support to Athens straining the Treasury, 
London insisted Washington shoulder the protection of the eastern Mediter-
ranean. Little advance notice had been given, and Congress had to be brought 
alongside. Truman seized the initiative, issuing a melodramatic declaration 
elaborated by Joseph Jones (now in the Offi ce of Public Affairs), Acheson, and 
Clark Clifford, a clever young and ambitious lawyer from Missouri.30

The Truman doctrine was thus proclaimed in “a panic move.”31 Addressing 
Congress on 12 March, Truman anathematized communism in general on the 
false assumption that it was entirely directed from the Kremlin as it had been 
before 1941.32 Truman promised to contain its advance. Sustaining the case, 
the US ambassador to Greece outlined a domino theory: “What is going on in 
Greece now,” Lincoln MacVeagh argued, “is the efforts of the successful revo-
lution in the bordering countries to bring about a successful revolution in the 
next country. When that is successful in the next country, it is the doctrine of 
international communism to breed [sic] into the next country as it goes along. 
The same line has to be drawn, and Greece and Turkey are a strategic line. If 
they break that down, the whole Near East falls and they pick the lock of world 
dominion. . . . In our own interests the thing to do is to hold them before they 
get to a critical line.”33

British diplomats dismissed all this as an instance of Truman’s “sudden and 
self-contradictory fl ashes of ‘inspiration.’”34 In late March before the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee, Acheson had to backtrack and denied this was 
“an ideological crusade.”35 He need not have bothered. The newly enunciated 
doctrine caused no alarm in Moscow, which was reading the British ambassa-
dor’s dispatches. Zhdanov scoffed at the “embarrassment even among capitalist 
circles accustomed to anything.”36 “It’s all over,” a Red Army general boasted. 
“It is no longer possible to encircle Russia, far less extinguish it. It is too power-
ful! And for their part the capitalist states cannot prevent the rise of democratic 
forces in all countries.”37
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By now British and American intelligence were already active within the 
Russian zone of Germany: establishing the Red Army’s order of battle, disrupt-
ing its activities and those of local communist administrations.38 From 25 March 
to 30 July 1947 Stalin was “generally unwell,” suffering uncomfortable bouts of 
“chronic dysentery” that cannot have improved his mood nor kept him on top 
of events as they unfolded.39 Of immediate concern was the unaccustomed dis-
array evident in the world communist movement where initiatives were seized 
on the ground, and some to Stalin’s acute discomfort. The resignation of com-
munist ministers from the French coalition government on 4–5 May 1947 was 
prompted by their failure to persuade the rest of the coalition to halt the embar-
rassing war against the Vietminh in revolt against recolonization since 1946, 
and the attempt to stem pent-up demand for wage rises at home that was itself 
stimulated by the communist-dominated trades union movement, the CGT. 
Zhdanov, with a command of French and charged with management of for-
eign Communist parties, wrote to Thorez on 2 June 1947. Moscow, he noted, 
“is worried by recent political events in France as a result of which the French 
communists were heaved overboard from government.”40

Zhdanov wanted to know what was going on. The PCF was not keeping Mos-
cow informed. The Soviet leadership thus found it “diffi cult” to give “a clear 
response” to anxieties expressed by the “workers” of the USSR: “We do not know 
how to respond since we ourselves do not understand what happened in France.” 
“Many suppose,” Zhdanov continued, “that French communists agreed their 
moves with the CC RCP (b). You yourselves know that this is untrue, that to 
the CC RCP (b) the steps you took came as a complete surprise.”41 On 13 May 
Christian Democratic Prime Minister of Italy Alcide de Gasperi, sensitive to 
American goodwill and mindful of the French example, dismissed his own 
cabinet coalition, thereby depriving the PCI of power. This occurred barely 
a week after Togliatti held talks with de Gasperi and drew the conclusion that 
the determined exclusion of the PCI from government was not on the cards.42 
Togliatti had expected a crisis on the prime minister’s return from Washington 
in January. Because nothing happened, he concluded that de Gasperi wished 
to delay until the peace treaty had been signed so that blame could be shared.43 
The other basic assumption that turned out to be equally fl awed was that “with-
out us government is not possible.”44 This had become a mantra, reiterated by 
others in the leadership, who served in the government.45 Reality now dawned 
that his calculations were badly wrong.

“This is the way it will be for at least twenty years,” Togliatti confi ded to Giu-
lio Cerreti; “any kind of participation in government is out of the question.”46 
Resort to arms was ruled out, however: “We do not have the faintest possibility 
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84 Cominformity

of making a revolution to liquidate de Gasperi. The Americans will not permit 
us to do so. We would risk ending up like Greece.” “I fear that we have missed 
the bus,” he added bitterly.47 Togliatti was most anxious lest the Party overreact. 
He was concerned above all not to alienate “the middle strata” of Italy. “Let 
there be no doubt. We must base ourselves on the following points: the exclu-
sion of any possibility of moving to violence; the maintenance, though in a 
different tone, of the duplicity of our political behavior.” For those reluctant to 
foreswear violence, one had only to observe events in France, where the strikes 
and growing class struggle was alienating the population. The PCF had already 
lost 250,000 members.48

Pressure from Moscow, however, began to make itself felt. Barely a week 
after the PCI was ejected from offi ce, Molotov advised Hungarian Party leader 
Mátyás Rákosi “to adopt the line of a stronger class struggle.”49 Communists 
behind the iron curtain became concerned that they too could be maneuvered 
out of governments in Eastern Europe. “Hungary will not be Greece,” Rákosi 
assured one and all. “It will not be France either.”50 Within a week the prime 
minister representing the Smallholders’ Party was overthrown in a communist 
coup. Now only Czechoslovakia remained a weak link in the chain of East 
European satellite states buffering Russia from the West.

THE MARSHALL PLAN

Proposals for a European recovery program brought matters to a head. Here 
the intersection between US commercial self-interest and West European 
needs became explicit. John Hickerson, director for European affairs at the 
State Department (1947–49) readily agreed that the Marshall Plan was needed 
for domestic economic reasons, “even if the Soviet Union had not existed.” 
The existence of the USSR and Stalin’s behavior aggravated a problem in its 
own right.51 The precedent was the US loan to Britain, subjected to a fi erce 
debate on Capitol Hill in March 1946. Credit would not be granted without 
British policy restructured. The US Treasury “stood for and . . . advocated, a 
defi nite international policy.” That policy was “to restore world trade, to free 
it from the restrictions that isolate countries and from the discrimination that 
divide nations into confl icting economic blocs.” Here the lesson learned from 
the Great Depression was that protectionism provoked war.52 A logical corollary 
was to break down, where possible, existing empires that were closed trading 
blocs. And the largest was the British Empire, which operated on the basis of 
monetary inconvertibility throughout the war. If that system continued to exist, 
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Treasury Secretary Fred Vinson predicted, “Our position in world trade would 
be threatened.”53

Vinson echoed strong sentiment in the Senate, which legally shared foreign 
policy making with the executive and sought to recover much that it had lost 
under Roosevelt in depression and war. The chamber was united against facili-
tating any revival of British dominance in world trade: “You say she [the Brit-
ish Empire] has a dominating position,” the universally popular Senator Alben 
Barkley (Dem., Kentucky), later Vice President (1949–53), noted. “It is the very 
dominating position, it seems to me, that we are trying to get her out of.” “So 
that we might have a chance to do some dominating in those regions ourselves,” 
Barkley added.54 Vinson readily agreed. The linkage between principles and 
self-interest was also made clear by Acheson: “We are interested not primarily 
in lending money to keep good relations with the British, but in an economic 
system which is the very basis of our life—the system of free, individual enter-
prise. We are interested tremendously in maintaining that way of life in all of 
the world which depends on it.”55 It was thus improbable that the Marshall Plan 
could be ratifi ed on any other basis,

Unlike the Truman doctrine, the European Recovery Program (ERP) an-
nounced by Marshall on 5 June 1947 was a product of sustained thought. It 
emanated not from the White House but State, where from January the steady 
and independent hand of General Marshall predominated. “He gave a sense of 
purpose and direction,” Bohlen recalled.56 Everyone knew exactly where they 
stood and who was in charge. Furthermore, the respect in which Marshall was 
held clearly helped on the Hill. In late February Republican Arthur Vanden-
berg, Chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, and the columnist 
Lippmann had privately raised the idea of a dramatic initiative, including “the 
revival of some such schemes as Lend-Lease.”57

Meeting Stalin for the fi rst time on 18 April to impress upon him the urgency 
of resolving the German question and utterly unaware of Stalin’s chronic dis-
comfort, Marshall was taken aback by his cool indifference. “We may agree the 
next time,” Stalin said with studied detachment, “or if not then, the time after 
that.” The continued deterioration in economic conditions, Marshall calcu-
lated, could only work to Soviet advantage. On return he instructed Kennan to 
get to work on European recovery.58 The failure of the UN Economic Commit-
tee for Europe to make any progress in the presence of a massive and obstruc-
tive Soviet delegation meant that another forum had to be created from which 
Russia could be excluded if required.59 Kennan, who played a crucial role, had 
very soon after Yalta dismissed any chance of Soviet cooperation: “The idea that 
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86 Cominformity

Soviet representatives can be induced to sit down at a table with us and face the 
problem of relief in Europe as a technical international problem, divorced from 
national interests and from the struggle for political power, has no basis in past 
experience. It presumes a fundamental change in the motives and methods of 
Soviet foreign policy for which we have no evidence.”60 Indeed, in private offi -
cials drew attention “to Mr. Marshall’s accompanying warning that any Govern-
ment which manoeuvres to block the recovery of other countries cannot expect 
United States aid,” the British embassy noted.61 Western Europe was to take the 
initiative. Now more securely anchored close to US waters, France, nudged by 
Britain with Bevin to the fore, extended invitations on 19 June for a conference 
to discuss implementation of the American proposals.

Stalin was suspicious. Molotov nevertheless saw a possibility of obtaining aid 
through reducing “all the negative aspects . . . so that they did not encum-
ber us with any kind of conditions.”62 That this might prove practicable was 
encouraged by economist Eugene Varga. It had nothing to do with altruism: 
the United States was destined for another great depression; the health of the 
economy requiring a higher level of exports, which could only be fi nanced by 
dollar credit. “The decisive factor in the advancement of the Marshall plan was 
the USA’s economic situation,” Varga informed Molotov. It was a way of easing 
the forthcoming economic crisis that everyone was expecting. Nevertheless sev-
eral issues remained of particular concern. One was the apparent intention to 
reunify Germany economically on a capitalist basis. Another was the possibility 
of the Americans insisting on opening the “iron curtain” as a precondition for 
aid. A third consideration was that were the USSR to refuse participation, the 
rest of Europe might be under pressure to form a bloc “under the hegemony 
of the USA.”63

Confi rmation was not hard to fi nd. The Wall Street Journal had appeared 
with a leader on 5 June—the very day of Marshall’s speech—predicting “The 
Coming “Recession.” It argued, “The stock market has fl own the warning fl ag 
for nearly a year. It is longer than that since economists of greater or less distinc-
tion began demonstrating with complicated charts that a post-war slump was in-
evitable and telling us what to do about it.” The clarion call was followed a day 
later with the reminder that US exports made up nearly 10 percent of national 
income and “the top 10% that could mean the difference between prosperity 
and trouble.” This was not least because “purchases by foreign customers are 
nearly fi ve times the 1936–40 average, dollar-wise.”64 Published at a time when 
Marshall’s proposals were discreetly canvassed, the editorial went on to explain 
that it was “this fear of the dollar shortage, as much as political considerations, 
that is sparking the gigantic foreign trade pump-priming program now being 

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



 Cominformity 87

brewed in the State Department.” It added: “The public arguments for this 
multi-billion dollar foreign aid program have been on a ‘stop Communism’ ba-
sis. But underlying these arguments is the economists’ theory that the U.S. must 
keep its foreign trade booming to keep prosperity at home.” “U.S. booms and 
depressions, the chartists note, can be measured by the rise and fall of the na-
tion’s overseas commerce.”65 Moreover, Kennan noted that European views of 
the aid were colored by the assumption that “we can’t afford not to give it.”66

STALIN OVERREACTS

Despite the gloomy prognosis offered by the Journal, the contrast between 
economic conditions in the United States and the USSR could not have been 
greater. Molotov was only too aware of his country’s dire economic plight af-
ter a devastating war—with some 25 million dead: he was deputy chairman 
of the Council of Ministers with responsibility for the economy among other 
matters. Molotov therefore brought to the Politburo proposals for the Marshall 
Plan summit.67 Moscow stayed silent for a full eleven days for good reason. The 
proposition had excited “great debate” within the leadership.68 It was, more-
over, a subject about which Molotov felt strongly. The arguments developed 
at the Minindel that he pressed upon Stalin were to a large extent his own 
inspiration.69 On 21 June Molotov briefed the Politburo, which agreed to his 
attending the preliminary meeting in Paris.70 Moscow was anxious to ensure 
that the East European satellites also be invited and called on them to ensure 
their presence.71

A meeting of the allied foreign ministers was held on 27 June. Two days later 
Stalin’s worst prognosis was confi rmed when British and French statements 
appeared to indicate that assistance would mean meddling in the internal eco-
nomic affairs of other countries. This alone was as yet insuffi cient to prompt 
Moscow to withdraw. On 30 June, however, Molotov received intelligence via 
Vyshinsky from Maclean, fi rst secretary at the British embassy in Washington, 
as well as from Burgess in London.72 Bevin had told Under Secretary William 
Clayton that the plan proposed “is the quickest way to break down the iron 
curtain. My recent experience in France shows that Russia cannot hold its sat-
ellites against the attraction of fundamental help toward economic revival in 
Europe.”73

Molotov was “indignant” to learn that he had been duped.74 Vyshinsky in-
formed him, “Any organization created to put the Marshall Plan into effect 
must stand outside the UN. The reason for this is that Germany is not a mem-
ber of the United Nations.” “England and the USA consider that Germany 
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still remains the key to the European economy. Therefore it is de facto one of 
the bases of any plan for putting the continent back on its feet.” Furthermore, 
“England and America will oppose [German] payments to the Soviet Union of 
reparations from current production.”75

If this were not bad enough for Moscow, any hope that Anglo-American 
squabbles would lead to a nasty divorce—a distant aspiration since 1944—
proved demonstrably unrealistic. “Both England and France fi nd themselves in 
very diffi cult circumstances and do not have in their hands any serious means 
of overcoming their economic problems. Their only hope is the United States, 
which demands of England and France the establishment of some kind of all-
European structure that will facilitate the interference of the United States in 
both the economic and political affairs of European countries. Both Great Brit-
ain and, to some degree, France are counting on using this structure in their 
own interests.”76 Stalin instructed Molotov to return home immediately. Rus-
sia’s new allies were then expected to follow suit. All the signs now pointed to 
the emergence of a Western bloc under US auspices with the Western zone of 
Germany at its center.

Moreover Stalin now faced resistance from within his own camp. The sat-
ellite states looked to a bleak future without US aid. Eugen Loebl, a leading 
Czech economist, recalls: “As far as the Marshall Plan is concerned, there were 
two views in our Politburo and also in the Polish Poliburo. At that time by 
chance Mr. Minc (who was the economic dictator of Poland) was in Czecho-
slovakia, and he was all for the Marshall Plan being accepted.” Loebl himself 
“was asked by [Prime Minister and Communist Party Chairman Klement] Got-
twald to work out an analysis of our future economic development; I advocated 
close cooperation with the West and Gottwald was very, very much in favor of 
that.”77 Only 24 hours after Warsaw assured the US ambassador that Poland 
would participate, this position was entirely reversed.78

Stalin was thus certain to face a struggle to sustain a unanimous veto. On 
4 July the Czech Social Democrats under Beneš in coalition with the commu-
nists decided to attend the conference implementing the Marshall Plan when it 
formally opened on 12 July. On 5 July, however, Moscow informed Prague that 
they would not attend. On 30 June Zhdanov had lambasted Finnish communist 
leaders for being too moderate and insuffi ciently critical of partners in govern-
ment. “From the Finnish Communist Party we expected offensive battles,” he 
argued.79 By 7 July it was clear that Helsinki would reject the Anglo-French 
invitation to attend the Paris conference. A phrase in the statement issued, how-
ever, left no one in any doubt but that this was under duress: “Finland’s posi-
tion as a state has not yet been established in the form of a permanent peace 
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treaty.”80 Moscow was now turning the screw. The contrast between Czech 
recalcitrance and Finnish acquiescence reinforced Stalin’s determination to 
discipline Prague. Astonishment was expressed that the Czechs had decided to 
go ahead regardless. “You are objectively helping to isolate the Soviet Union, 
whether you want to or not,” Stalin accused Gottwald and Foreign Minister Jan 
Masaryk at a meeting on 9–10 July. They were obliged to rescind their decision 
(unanimously made by all parties) despite the fact that industry was dependent 
upon the Western market. It had to be done that very day.81

COMINFORM

Planning a conference of Communist parties was the next step. Proposed by 
Belgrade in 1945, it was discussed once again in June 1946. Stalin asked Tito 
if he still thought a new Comintern—to exchange ideas and experiences—
should be established. When he agreed, Stalin suggested that Tito take the 
initiative.82 Subsequently Zhdanov took up the idea of resuscitating Comint-
ern but Stalin decided to delay.83 Now, however, the need was urgent. Stalin 
inveigled Gomułka into hosting a meeting in Poland for what purported to be 
a simple exchange of views and information: a ruse in order to avoid prompt-
ing suspicion that the intention was to recreate Comintern that ran on orders 
from Moscow. In mid-August 1947 the directives for the Soviet delegation had 
been drafted. The fi rst item on the agenda (concealed from other participants) 
revealed its core purpose: “The task of democratic organizations in the struggle 
against attempts by American imperialism to enslave economically the coun-
tries of Europe (‘Marshall Plan’).” Another purpose that was bound to give rise 
to concern was the third item treating “relations between communist parties 
and the Soviet Union and the Soviet Communist Party,” added to the fact that 
the meeting was to be “closed.”84

When unsuspecting delegates arrived at the Silesian resort of Skłarska Poręba 
(until recently Schreiberschau), for the conference (22–26 September 1947) 
inaugurating a Communist Information Bureau (Cominform), they were sur-
prised to fi nd Moscow in control of security.85 At the conference, held over the 
course of a week in the dining room of a small country inn, the Yugoslavs—
Milovan Djilas and Edvard Kardelj—sat with the Russians, Zhdanov and 
Malenkov, whispering loudly among themselves and passing notes throughout 
the proceedings as East Europeans tend to do.86 The conference was opened by 
Gomułka at 6:15 p.m. on 22 September. Taking advantage of his position as host 
and chairman, he brazenly lauded “the Polish peaceful road of social change.” 
Gomułka casually commented, “Our party has, for a long time, renounced the 
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organization of collective farms,” and he bluntly insisted that shortages in ag-
riculture made “inevitable and even, in a certain sense, desirable the devel-
opment, within certain conditions and limitations, of kulak properties in the 
countryside.”87 Heresy was compounded by complete silence on the subject of 
the hard-fought and costly Soviet victory against German occupation. At this 
Kardelj, leading the bullish Yugoslav team, muttered to Zhdanov: “A ‘Polish’ 
road to socialism—why, it was the Red Army that liberated them!”88

Poland was exceptionally privileged by Moscow. After the Red Army arrived, 
it received extensive economic assistance including grain at a time when Ukrai-
nians were starving. Yet ordinary Poles had no idea, since this was censored. 
After refusing the Marshall Plan, Poland also received $450 million in cred-
it.89 Gomułka, however, was in a fi ghting mood and notoriously bad tempered. 
Jakub Berman recalls that in private he “began to get agitated: Stalin had de-
ceived him, he said; we would vote against the creation of the Information 
Bureau.”90 Berman was horrifi ed. He did his best to dissuade Gomułka and 
ultimately succeeded.

The Yugoslav delegates, still ruinously intoxicated by the monopolization of 
power obtained largely, though by no means entirely, through their own efforts, 
were then encouraged by Moscow to voice in public their disdain of the PCF 
and PCI for operating within the parliamentary framework. Kardelj was partic-
ularly fi erce, calling for “a resolute course toward the total seizure of power.”91 
He attacked the Italians for saying “that they do not want what they call ‘the 
Greek situation’ to be created in their own country.” Kardelj, speaking for radi-
cal Belgrade, made the reckless suggestion that “the ‘Greek situation’ is at the 
present time an incomparably better situation than what prevails in France or 
Italy.”92 But what Belgrade did not know, but which became clear by the end of 
the year, was that Stalin did not want another Greece on his doorstep. Berman 
recalls that in attacking the French and the Italians Djilas was also “terribly 
eager to oblige.”93 And Moscow made no attempt to restrain them—evidently 
with an ulterior motive. In August Stalin had already voiced his displeasure at 
moves by Belgrade and Sofi a toward a Balkan federation. And when, after the 
attack on the PCF in Poland, Thorez came to Moscow complaining to Stalin, 
he found him supportive. Indeed, Stalin went further, openly disowning Yugo-
slavs who all too easily “engage in criticism on such matters.”94 It is striking that 
when the Cominform committee was set up on 27 September, no Yugoslav was 
selected for membership. By then few wished to speak to them. With his own 
score to settle with Belgrade, Stalin no doubt intended that these high-handed 
onslaughts encouraged by Moscow would win Yugoslavia few friends.
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The attacks infl icted predictable damage on the prospects of nonruling Com-
munist parties. A signal went out that the insurrectionist wing was now back in 
favor. Stalin had depressed the revolutionary accelerator. Yet he was not really 
interested in risking another Greece within the Western sphere of infl uence. 
He would thus soon have to squeeze the brakes. Suffi cient chaos in the streets, 
on the docks, and in the factories was required to destabilize social peace and 
economic growth in Western Europe but without actually touching off open 
revolt that might play into the hands of those looking for an obvious reason 
to crush Moscow’s fi fth column and outlaw Communist parties, as Kennan 
wished to do.

Stalin repeated that he did not fear war. Moscow considered it neither “im-
minent nor near. The United States is not in a position to provoke one. It is 
conducting a cold war, of nerves, with the aim of ‘blackmail.’ The Soviet Union 
will not allow itself to be intimidated and will persist in its policy.”95 One Soviet 
diplomat said of the Americans in France: “in a few years they will be kicked 
out of here” (ils seront fi chus d’ici quelques années).96 Meanwhile Moscow care-
fully ensured that treaties of defense between the satellite states of Eastern Eu-
rope also included provision not merely against Germany but “against aggres-
sion from any state joining with it in a policy of aggression.”97 And Germany 
did not even exist, reconstituted, as an independent entity, let alone have any 
armed forces.

At the Politburo on 14 October the Minindel was nevertheless directed to 
ensure alliances were concluded between the various countries of Eastern Eu-
rope.98 Stalin also boosted defense expenditure. Between 1945 and 1947 men in 
uniform were cut from 11 million to 3,929,000.99 Direct military outlays dropped 
from 54.3 percent of the budget in 1945 to 24 percent in 1946 and then to 
18 percent in 1947 as production shifted to meet civilian needs.100 This shift 
was needed badly because of the fall in output, the growth of infl ation, and the 
shortage of food supplies and raw materials for production. However, in No-
vember 1947 proposals were accepted to raise tank production, for example, for 
1948 from 1,150 to 4,350; likewise artillery from 2,061,000 to 6,519,000 pieces.101 
Moreover, toward the end of 1948 fi ve more parachute divisions and two air 
transport divisions were added.102 This process was to continue. By 1950 the net 
weight of military expenditure in the national economy stood above 20 percent, 
excluding outlays on military-scientifi c research and experimentation.103 The 
impact on the economy was predictably negative.

Stalin was gambling with high stakes. Certainly hopes of precipitating a 
breakdown in West European recovery seemed plausible, and not only from 
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Moscow, where economic conditions were appalling. To make up the vast losses 
in capital equipment and agricultural production, Moscow took reparations by 
rail from Central and Eastern Europe in massive amounts. In 1945 alone more 
than 400,000 wagons carried goods to the East, of which one-half went to the 
USSR, the rest servicing occupation forces scattered between Brest and Helm-
stedt.104 Entire plants from over fi ve and a half thousand enterprises—ranging 
from meat and milk production to aviation and artillery—were taken to the 
USSR from Germany, Poland, Austria, Hungary, Manchuria, and North Korea. 
In addition came a vast quantity of individual capital goods plus supplies of 
industrial raw materials.105 But even the special shipments bleeding white the 
Russian zone of Germany were insuffi cient to stave off famine throughout the 
Soviet Union after a severe drought in 1946, not least because Stalin exported 
grain needed desperately at home to pay for machinery imports and more than 
2.5 million tons went to appease political sentiment in Eastern Europe.106

Despite this Stalin was determined to concede nothing to Washington in re-
turn for assistance. Foreign policy and defense priorities far exceeded the needs 
of ordinary Russians. This forced Truman to act. Clayton advised, “The emer-
gency needs of western Europe cannot be met without immediate action on 
the part of the United States. These countries, particularly Italy and France, are 
without adequate food and fuel supplies for the fall and early winter and have 
no dollars with which to buy them. They cannot, by their own efforts, survive 
the major crisis which is already upon them. . . . Totalitarian forces are engaged 
in a concerted effort to capitalize on the deteriorating situation and to over-
throw democratic governments before American aid can be forthcoming.”107

The Marshall Plan was thus vital to Western Europe and not merely eco-
nomically. The bill went to Congress on 19 December 1947 during the worst 
winter in recent memory. Waves of strikes organized by Communist parties en-
gulfed the region. But the bill had also to be sold in terms of US economic self-
interest. US exports to Europe had dropped below the fi gure for 1946 or before 
the war. Marshall argued that, if the plan were not adopted, “we would fi nd the 
European situation—certainly from our point of view—in a process of disinte-
gration, which would quickly permit development of the police-state  regime. 
We ourselves would be confronted across the Atlantic with, if not a trade bar-
rier, certainly with a great detriment to our ordinary business, or commerce 
and trade.”108 Harriman echoed these sentiments: “I am not suggesting that the 
United States could not endure the loss of European markets. However, our 
output of many industrial and agricultural products and that of other countries 
has been developed on the basis of European participation in international 
multilateral trade. The decline of Europe would require far-reaching adjust-
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ments of agricultural and industrial production and distribution in this coun-
try and in other areas.”109 Similarly Secretary of Agriculture Clinton Anderson 
pointed out that since 1900, 60–75 percent of food exports had gone to Western 
Europe.110 Thus the ability of the Europeans to pay in dollars was vital.

The role of the plan and its antecedents in forestalling depression was tacitly 
underlined on the eve of completion early in 1950 when Acheson, now Secre-
tary of State, warned: “United States exports, including the key commodities on 
which our most effi cient agriculture and manufacturing industries are heavily 
dependent, will be sharply reduced, with serious repercussions on our domes-
tic economy.”111 Indeed, between 1946 and 1948 the US export surplus stood 
at $25 billion, paid almost entirely from US government grants and loans.112 
This highlights the fact that Washington was already supplying large amounts 
of foreign aid before the plan was announced, mainly but not wholly in the 
form of emergency relief—not merely in Europe, but China, the Philippines, 
Turkey, Latin America, and so on. In the fi rst nine months of operation the 
ERP amounted to only one-third of all aid for 1948; not until the last quar-
ter, in supplanting previous aid programs, did it reach two-thirds of the total 
($5.5 billion). Of ERP aid, about one-third was made up of grants and two-thirds 
in credits. In 1948 the total of loans issued amounted to some $1,670 million, 
of which about $1,000 million went to ERP countries. In return, recipients had 
to agree to balance budgets, sustain acceptable rates of exchange, stabilize the 
currency, reduce barriers to trade, prevent the growth of cartels, and give US 
access to strategic raw materials on terms Washington deemed reasonable.113 
These concessions were clearly advantageous to US companies in expanding 
foreign trade and investment. US economic needs dovetailed with the rein-
forcement of European markets to contain communist power. The Plan thus 
represented enlightened self-interest on a large scale for the world’s bastion of 
capitalism. Kennan, however, also insisted that the United States “manipulate 
our aid program dexterously for political purposes.”114

Khrushchev was impressed: “The entire might of the USA was mobilized to 
sustaining the ravaged countries of Europe from mass revolt. The USA put into 
play its capital, tried to feed the hungry and to keep them in check, in order 
to secure the mass of the people and sustain the local economy on the basis of 
capitalism. This is what took place . . . it did not turn out as we had supposed. 
Capitalism showed its vitality and put a stop to what had been going on. We 
were disappointed.”115 That the Marshall Plan did not entirely meet the de-
mands of US business either was apparent from commentary in the Wall Street 
Journal. Head of the American mission to Greece, Paul Porter, was quoted as 
saying that the supplies would be used for “economic security and political 
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94 Cominformity

liberty. We will not use them in an effort to impose laissez-faire capitalism upon 
Europe.” “Well,” the Journal commented tartly, “there appears one reason—
perhaps the principal reason—why American foreign policy is not more effec-
tual. The people who are trying to carry it out either do not understand or they 
dislike the American social and economic system.”116 Matching the needs of 
US capitalism to Cold War policy was thus not always as friction-free as some 
might have assumed. Truman, moreover, had a fi ght on his hands to create and 
sustain a bipartisan foreign policy with a presidential election looming in No-
vember 1948. Either way, from Stalin’s viewpoint, defeating the Marshall Plan 
could be expected to accomplish two objectives simultaneously: blocking West 
European economic recovery and in so doing hasten a US depression. Great 
hopes rested on the assumption that both could be expected to assure Soviet 
predominance in the balance of Europe.

NO MORE COMMUNIST UPRISINGS FOR NOW

One of the side effects of criticizing PCF and PCI policy at Cominform was 
to tilt the balance of infl uence to the left within both parties. Thorez had to shift 
policy to neutralize rivalry for leadership of the Party. An about-face drove the 
PCF back into the self-defeating policy of the “third period” (1928–34), when 
socialists were ostracized as social fascists. Strikes were used extensively, particu-
larly in the mines, to demonstrate that France was ungovernable without com-
munists in power.117 The left in the PCF thus seized the initiative and launched 
disruption nationwide on a scale that put the Party’s very existence in jeopardy. 
Washington was alarmed. Kennan noted that as a result of the disruption “a full 
two months was knocked out of our aid program.”118 Moscow then unexpect-
edly called the PCF to order. Thorez was suddenly summoned to Stalin at 
one of the “distant” datchas on the Black Sea coast to have his ears boxed. On 
return at the beginning of December, he warned the Politburo that the Party 
was fast losing ground. “We must not give the government an excuse to outlaw 
the Party,” he pleaded, adding: “Stalin said to me without any attempt to be dip-
lomatic that, if we carry on like this, he would calmly wash his hands of us.”119

An adjustment had been anticipated by the PCI leadership just before Sep-
tember 1947, with greater emphasis on strikes.120 But that made them no less 
a target. And even after the condemnation, some remained defi ant. The most 
independent minded, Umberto Terracini, much respected by Togliatti, spoke 
out fervently against radicalizing policy. “With respect to our party,” he de-
clared, “the comrades of other parties . . . theorize about the political behavior 
of their organizations without taking into account the fact that it is determined 
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by the presence of Soviet occupation forces; that is to say, they reason in strictly 
local terms.” “Thus,” he continued, “they are bringing the situation to a head. 
But should we, today, radically change our policy, we will lose contact with 
the other strata, even if the working class and the peasantry can be temporarily 
reinforced.” Terracini’s direct opposite was the leftist Pietro Secchia who chafed 
under Togliatti’s cautious, constitutionalist approach. He stood fi rmly behind 
the Cominform critique. “I believe,” he said, “that the lack of an organized 
partisan movement is our big mistake. After liberation the government was un-
responsive to our effective power and to our position.” In other words, elections 
meant little or nothing, when the Party had the organized strength, including 
the weapons, to enforce its will on the population. And as to anxieties about 
alienating the middle class, “we have worried too much about breaking with 
the middle strata.”121

The clash between Secchia and Terracini enabled Togliatti to hold the cen-
ter of gravity within the leadership, arguing fi rmness of principle but retain-
ing residual tactical fl exibility. Terracini was attacked for questioning loyalty 
to Moscow: “On the issue of the Bolshevik party,” Togliatti intoned, “it must 
be stated clearly that the dissolution of the Communist International has not 
put an end to the leading role of the Bolshevik Communist Party [sic].” On the 
other hand, “does there exist an immediate prospect of insurrection? I maintain 
that it is incorrect to pose the question in this way; though, certainly, a com-
munist cannot exclude it indefi nitely.”122 Terracini thus stood condemned yet 
remained within the ranks. Nothing better refl ected Togliatti’s determination to 
have his cake and eat it: aligning securely with Stalin in order to retain freedom 
of maneuver on the ground.

Unsurprisingly, Stalin never considered Togliatti a revolutionary; more an 
intellectual, a theoretician.123 But he was safe, unlike Secchia, a self-appointed 
man of action destined to supplant his chief. On 13 December Secchia came 
to Moscow to discuss matters with Zhdanov clearly hoping for Soviet bless-
ing. Three days later he also met Stalin and Molotov to discuss the strategy 
paper he had been asked to write. Secchia advocated greater economic and 
political struggle: “We must orient ourselves toward harder, wider, and more 
decisive battles.” These included “a violent battle against reactionary groups.”124 
In response to objections that Italy was not ready for insurrection, Secchia im-
plausibly denied that this was ever his intention. Utterly unconvinced, the Rus-
sians insisted that “in substance what I said would inevitably lead to such an 
outcome. Today this is not possible. You should instead reinforce yourselves, 
make good preparation, etc.”125 Stalin thus depressed the brake in Italy as well 
as France.
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96 Cominformity

PUTTING YUGOSLAVIA IN ITS PLACE

Yugoslavia and its neighbors were acting independently. On the signing of the 
Romanian-Bulgarian mutual assistance pact, Dimitrov was asked by journalists 
about prospects for a Balkan federation. Believing himself on solid ground, he 
told them, “It is not the right time for us to discuss the question of creating a 
federation or confederation. When the time is ripe, and without doubt, it will 
some time be so, our nations, the countries of popular democracy—Romania, 
Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Albania, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary, and Greece—
notice, Greece as well!—will make a decision.” The interview appeared in the 
Bulgarian daily, Rabotnichesko delo, after three days and in Pravda on 23 Janu-
ary 1948. Extraordinarily, fi ve days later Pravda published a disclaimer, saying 
that what these countries needed was not federation, confederation, or a cus-
toms union, but “reinforcement and defense of their independence and sover-
eignty through the mobilization and organization of internal national demo-
cratic forces, as was correctly mentioned in the well-known declaration of the 
nine communist parties.”126

Stalin was incensed, not merely because everyone would think it his idea, 
but because Bevin rose in the House of Commons just fi ve days later to propose 
an alliance against the USSR encompassing most of Western Europe and its 
colonies as well.127 The ballon d’essai let aloft by Dimitrov had unknowingly 
given Bevin justifi cation for his own initiative, thus depriving Moscow of a pro-
paganda advantage. Pravda had therefore appeared to the puzzlement of many 
with an editorial brusquely disowning the Dimitrov project. A disclaimer was 
dispatched from Sofi a to Moscow immediately at 1:30 a.m. on the following 
morning by the “VCh”—the special high frequency telephone line linking the 
Kremlin with senior offi cials in Russia and within the bloc.128

Dimitrov was summoned to Moscow. Yugoslavia was also in the dock, for 
having initialled an alliance with Bulgaria without consulting the Kremlin. 
On 12 August 1947 Stalin had telegraphed his displeasure to both.129 Now Bel-
grade was attempting to take over Albania by moving in Yugoslav forces, also 
without consulting Moscow. Tito had been surreptitiously trying to absorb less 
developed Albania piece by piece working through his “adviser” to the Alba-
nian Party, Savo Zlatić, who behaved more like a viceroy, and Koçi Xoxe and 
Pandi Kristo, among others in the Politburo. Where possible, nothing was put 
on paper except the Albanian record of the meetings. The fi rst signs of trouble 
emerged after Kardelj met Stalin on 19 April and was startled to learn that Alba-
nian General Secretary Enver Hoxha had complained of the Yugoslav military 
advisers in his country.130 Once Hoxha visited the USSR in June 1947, how-

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



 Cominformity 97

ever, those in Belgrade became ever more suspicious and ever more critical 
of Tirana. The ostensible grounds for sending in a division and support units 
were that the Greeks would attack with Anglo-American backing: “In case of a 
provocation,” Tito wrote, “our units will be able to intervene more quickly.”131 
Hoxha reported all this to Moscow and was relieved to fi nd Stalin supporting 
his opposition to Tito.132 It gave Stalin yet one more argument against Belgrade 
and, by extension, Sofi a.

“You are giving the reactionary elements in America ammunition with which 
to convince public opinion that America is doing nothing special in creating 
a Western bloc,” Stalin berated Dimitrov on 10 February 1948. “At this time 
in America a major electoral struggle is in progress. To us, what government 
there is has great signifi cance.”133 Yet it was less detail than principle that con-
cerned Stalin. This was really all about reestablishing his authority over the 
entire international communist movement, Eastern Europe in particular. Bel-
grade had become accustomed to doing what it wanted regardless of Moscow. 
Kardelj lamely attempted to mollify: “We consider that there is no essential 
disagreement between us. This is a matter of individual mistakes.” Stalin, irate, 
tersely retorted: “These are not individual mistakes, but a system.”134 His fi nger-
 pointing fooled no one. The following day Dimitrov told Kardelj and Djilas: 
“It’s not a matter of criticizing my statements, but of something else.”135

A further difference between Belgrade and Moscow concerned Greece. Here 
Stalin’s restraining hand on the PCI and PCF fi tted into a larger pattern. It 
is likely word had reached him of the US National Security Council report 
that treated Greece as a test case in respect of Soviet intentions. “The Com-
munists,” it noted, “under the leadership of the USSR, seek world domina-
tion and to this end are making piecemeal advances, principally by aggression 
through indigenous Communist movements within other countries.” Should 
the partisans succeed, an example would be set for the PCF and PCI; resistance 
elsewhere to communism would be undermined; the success of the Marshall 
Plan would be jeopardized; Russia might be emboldened to take further action; 
and Britain might reconsider their stance in the region. The conclusions were 
uncompromising: “The United States should, therefore, make full use of its 
political, economic and, if necessary, military power in such manner as may be 
found most effective to prevent Greece from falling under the domination of 
the USSR.”136

Stalin thus argued: “Recently I have come to doubt victory for the partisans. 
If we are not sure that the partisans will win, we need to wind up the partisan 
movement.” The United States and Britain were very interested in the Mediter-
ranean, wanting bases in Greece. They could sustain Greeks that would listen 
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98 Cominformity

to them. “If the partisan movement is removed, they will have no grounds for at-
tacking us.”137 When Traicho Kostov, number two in the Bulgarian leadership, 
insisted that the partisans be supported because their defeat would create “a very 
serious situation for other Balkan countries,” Stalin agreed, only to contradict 
himself entirely by adding: “But if the prospects for the partisan movement are 
deteriorating, then it would be better to postpone the struggle for better times. 
What is lacking in respect of countervailing power cannot be made up for with 
bawling and wailing. What is needed is a rational assessment of the forces in 
play.” He accused Kostov of thinking in terms of a moral debt: “We have no 
categorical imperatives. The entire question is one of the balance of power. If 
you are in the right condition, attack. If not, do not take to the fi eld. We do not 
go into battle when our enemy wishes, but when it is in our interests.”138 Thus 
when Rákosi, Secretary General of the Hungarian Party, asked whether they 
should formally recognize the Greek partisans as the government of Greece 
under General Markos (on Yugoslav territory), head of the Central Commit-
tee foreign policy department Mikhail Suslov advised him: “Isn’t it too early? 
Would this not reinforce Anglo-American intervention in Greece?”139

COUP IN PRAGUE

For all his caution over Greece, where Stalin saw the opportunity to strike 
a decisive blow, he did so. A speech drafted for Molotov in April 1948 argued 
that Moscow “will now have pacts with all its European neighbours from the 
Black to the Barents sea, fi rmly closing the path to this part of Europe for the 
aggressor.”140 Yet despite its treaty of mutual assistance with the USSR, Czecho-
slovakia represented a gap in the defensive perimeter. It was understood that 
“events at the end of 1947 and early 1948 showed that reactionary forces in 
Czechoslovakia have become signifi cantly more active in the struggle against 
progressive forces in the country led by the communists; that these reactionary 
forces still have the support chiefl y among a signifi cant section of the intelligen-
tsia, bureaucracy and students, and also among a certain section of petit bour-
geois elements—artisans, tradesmen, peasants, etc.” Prague claimed to be head-
ing for socialism on their “own path” and that “the experience of the USSR” was 
“scarcely appropriate for Czechoslovakia,” while also underlining the country’s 
historic links to the West. For the previous six months Britain and the United 
States had been particularly active in spreading their views with the cooperation 
of Czech political parties and had “established their own centers of infl uence 
in Czechoslovakia.” Moscow had even added up the number of American as 
against Soviet fi lms being shown in Prague and the number of books sold.141 
Concern had also been expressed by General Shatilov, offi cer commanding 
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the political directorate of the Red Army. Czech Minister of Defense Ludvig 
Svoboda supported the communists but was under pressure from the right and 
worked toward close cooperation with Beneš’s private offi ce, which “was de 
facto in charge of the army and pursues the national socialist line, increasingly 
commandeering leading posts in the army for his own people.”142

The fate of Czechoslovakia was signifi cant and not merely because of com-
mon borders with the Ukraine and the Western zones of Germany but also be-
cause here lay the main source of uranium for the Soviet atomic bomb project. 
The British consul in Karlovy Vary (formerly Karlsbad) had reported in the au-
tumn of 1946 on the arrival of some sixty Russian families, specialists destined to 
work in the Jáchymov mines, where ore production was being directed by one 
Krivonosov, with extensive construction undertaken in the neighborhood. Sim-
ilar reports had come in from Schönfi cht, eighteen kilometers east of Cheb.143

Moreover, reports had emerged that the Czech army was drifting from Soviet 
infl uence. On the eve of the Cominform meeting Molotov wrote: “To comrades 
Zhdanov and Malenkov. This question needs to be addressed with the Czechs 
at the meeting in P[oland].”144 By the end of the year the Soviet embassy in 
Prague was reporting that “the parties of the right are putting the communists 
in constant fear of isolation” and that in order to escape the Party tended to 
ever-greater concessions.145 It added, “Reactionary elements within the country, 
actively supported by representatives of the West, continue to consider that in 
Czechoslovakia there is every reason that the parties of the right will receive a 
majority at the forthcoming elections and that the communists will be thrown 
out of the government.”146

Whereas Moscow blamed Party leaders in Prague, some of them wanted the 
Kremlin to take charge and put an end to the stream of concessions required 
by parliamentary democracy. Indeed, one wrote to Moscow in January 1948 
complaining that if the Party met the same fate as the PCF and PCI the respon-
sibility would lie entirely with Moscow.147 Finally, Stalin had had enough: on 
19 February Deputy Foreign Minister Valerii Zorin arrived in Prague, ostensibly 
to inspect the supply of grain to Russia—an implausible duty for so senior an of-
fi cial from such a department and the man who ran the intelligence committee 
as Molotov’s deputy. That very day he told Gottwald “to be fi rmer, not to make 
concessions to those on the right and not to waver.”148 Zorin reported that there 
was “no doubt at all” Gottwald “understood” what was meant.149

Communist Minister of the Interior Václav Nosek had been substituting 
subordinates with members of the Party. Resistance to these measures fi nally 
prompted twelve coalition ministers representing the national socialists, Catho-
lics, and Slovak democrats to resign on 20 February. Meeting with Party General 
Secretary Rudolf Slánský and Chairman Gottwald that day, Zorin impressed 
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100 Cominformity

upon them the need “to be ready for decisive action and for the possibility of 
breaching the formal stipulations of the constitution and laws as they stand.” 
This they had a terrible fear of doing. Zorin later reported, “Gottwald started to 
say that for the time being it was not necessary to move against the President, 
but it was another question if they had to move against him. I responded that he 
was needlessly exaggerating the diffi culties and that the authority of the presi-
dent to a signifi cant extent depends upon their support. Gottwald appeared to 
have made up his mind to act more decisively, but the idea of a normal, par-
liamentary path of development for Czechoslovakia without any collisions still 
had its hold on him.”150

Gottwald wanted Red Army maneuvers along the frontier to exert pressure and 
deter Western retaliation for a communist coup. Though Soviet tanks crossed 
into Slovakia to infl uence the national assembly elections in 1946, on this occa-
sion Moscow, intent on concealing its hand, refused. The following day mass 
meetings of the Party faithful were organized and telegrams were dispatched 
to Beneš insisting he accept the resignations of other ministers. Gottwald had 
taken Stalin’s advice. In a meeting on 21 February, Beneš asked, “What if I don’t 
accept the resignations?” Gottwald threatened a general strike and the presence 
of the workers’ militia on the streets. He added, “Then there is also the Soviet 
Union!” Beneš subsequently gave others to understand he believed that the 
Red Army might invade. He had no idea that Moscow was in fact holding back 
and cautioning Zorin to wait for further instructions before visiting Beneš.151 A 
Pravda editorial on 22 February then backed up Zorin’s position, as he had re-
quested. On the following day “action committees” suddenly appeared; armed 
trades unionists emerged onto the streets. Two days later Beneš asked Gottwald 
to form a government. The communists soon had sole power in their hands and 
rapidly sealed the borders. On the night of 9–10 March it appears that Foreign 
Minister Masaryk fell from a window to his death either in despair or assisted by 
unknown hands. Arrests followed in April to silence political opposition prepa-
ratory to the rigging of national assembly elections on 30 May.

Truman reacted gloomily. He wrote to daughter Margaret on 3 March: “Now 
we are faced with exactly the same situation with which Britain and France 
were faced in 1938/39 with Hitler.” “Things look black,” he added. “A decision 
will have to be made. I am going to make it.”152

BELGRADE CAST OUT

Following West European alliance negotiations, on 6 March head of the 
third European department of the Foreign Ministry Andrei Smirnov reported: 
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“The Western Powers are transforming Germany into their stronghold and will 
include it in the formation of a politico-military bloc directed against the So-
viet Union and the countries of the new democracy.”153 On 17 March, Brit-
ain, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg signed the Western 
Union in Brussels. It was described at the Foreign Ministry as the fi rst “treaty of 
alliance in the creation of a ‘Western bloc’ under the leadership of the USA.”154 
Reactions were predictable. Tito responded with open defi ance. “We must be 
unyielding in respect to the line we have taken, in respect of reinforcing the 
role of Yugoslavia in the world, which in the fi nal analysis is in the interests of 
the USSR.”155

The closer the Western Powers drew together, the tighter Stalin clasped the 
East to his side. Yugoslavia had to be called to order. Despite Stalin’s view that 
the civil war should be wound up, at a summit with Zachariadis on 21 February 
Tito, Kardelj, and Djilas agreed to continue backing the partisans in defi ance 
of the Kremlin.156 Inevitably the news leaked to Moscow because at least one 
Yugoslav Politburo member, Sreten Žujović-Crni, was spying for Russia.157 By 
1 March, Tito told the Politburo, relations with the USSR were “in deadlock.” 
He had every intention of sending a division of troops to Albania, which faced 
retaliation as a result of aiding the Greek rebels. “We would like the Greeks to 
understand that our alliance with Albania is unbreakable. They are not pre-
pared for war though capable of provocations.” He described Molotov’s latest 
telegram of reprimand as “quite uncouth” and Stalin’s recent drubbing of Di-
mitrov as equally “uncouth.”158

At the suggestion of Anatolii Lavrent’ev, Soviet ambassador in Belgrade, 
the foreign policy department of the Central Committee presented Suslov on 
18 March with a comprehensive survey of “serious political mistakes” commit-
ted by Yugoslavia. One particular objection was that of lèse-majesté toward the 
USSR, long accustomed to be lauded as “the fundamental and decisive force” 
for “all progressive and democratic forces of the world.” Given war preparations 
by “the Anglo-American imperialists,” the Yugoslavs were “obliged to use all the 
strength and means in their power to support and reinforce the authority of the 
Soviet Union.” It was “in this light” that Moscow viewed Yugoslavia’s belittling 
of the Soviet contribution to the country’s liberation and postwar construction. 
The memorandum quoted Kardelj, Djilas, and, above all, Tito to this effect.159

The policy of reining in Belgrade was applied elsewhere. Autonomous revo-
lutionary activity was now unacceptable. It was clear by December 1947 that 
the communists would never win the Greek civil war. And, if they could not 
win, it was most unlikely those in Italy had any hope of so doing. After Secchia 
returned from Moscow, Togliatti duly promoted him to join Luigi Longo as 
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102 Cominformity

deputy general secretary.160 But Secchia remained virulently assertive at meet-
ings of the leadership.161 With elections in the offi ng on 18 April 1948, Togliatti 
sought to neutralize him by tackling Soviet ambassador Mikhail Kostylev with 
an ingenious question to be settled once and for all. Kostylev was gently asked 
“if, in the event of provocation on the part of the Christian Democrats and 
other reactionaries, armed insurrection should be initiated by the forces of the 
democratic popular front for the seizure of power.” No doubt as Togliatti ex-
pected, on 26 March Molotov, clearly alarmed, instructed Kostylev, “Regarding 
the seizure of power by means of armed insurrection: the PCI must not under-
take one for any reason whatever.”162

The disappointing election results then exacerbated differences still fur-
ther. These were the fi rst elections where CIA played a role in subsidizing the 
 anticommunist vote, backed by psychological warfare from MI6 (the creation of 
the Don Camillo stories being the most successful example).163 But Sereni, very 
much of the Terracini mold, argued forcefully: “The cause of our failure is not 
to be found merely in the intervention of priests, of America, etc. Foreign inter-
vention has had its impact because the policy of the Front [PCI plus the social-
ists under Nenni] did not succeed in advancing [fare argine] against them.”164 
Togliatti fi rmly rejected the French example advocated by Noce, Secchia, and 
Negarville of taking up the offensive à l’outrance.165 The attempt on Togliatti’s 
life on 14 July 1948 then threatened to tilt the balance toward insurrection. A 
general strike was called. But the PCI leadership soon brought it to an end for 
fear that events would get out of control. Secchia, aware of Moscow’s stance, 
now acknowledged that “the Italian situation today is not prerevolutionary, nor 
ready for insurrection.” He did “not share optimistic statements concerning a 
balance of power in our favor. The adversary has yet to engage all the strength 
at his disposal.”166 The PCI thus teetered back from the precipice.

SUPPRESSING DISSENT

The Kremlin’s sense of caution with respect to the Western sphere of infl u-
ence was evident equally in the Far East, where Stalin rejected Kim Il Sung’s 
proposals for war, repeatedly delayed a visit to Moscow by Mao Tse-tung for fear 
he would be identifi ed wholly with the USSR, and obliged the Soviet embassy 
in Nationalist China to stick like glue to Chiang Kai-shek when he abandoned 
Nanking, even when the Western Powers refused to do so.

Naturally Mao’s concern to sort out his ambivalent relations with Stalin was 
due not least to the fact that Moscow had launched not just an anti-Yugoslav 
campaign, but a more general attempt to reestablish rigid conformity. A second 
memorandum emerging from the Soviet Party’s foreign policy department at-
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tacked “the anti-Marxist ideological positions” of the Polish comrades, Gomułka 
in particular.167 It was also clear that the problem Moscow faced was even more 
widespread. When Dimitrov passed through Belgrade on 19 April, he squeezed 
Djilas’s hand and said with feeling, “Hold fast, hold fast!” adding: “You must 
remain steadfast. The rest will follow.”168 Moreover, in the privacy of the Bul-
garian leadership Dimitrov told his colleagues that they should not forget that 
Yugoslavia was a friendly country.169 Elsewhere support for Moscow’s stance 
was also weak. Gomułka was already known to MI6 and the Foreign Offi ce as 
“the only one [of the communists in government] who was mentally genuinely 
a Pole.”170 He had received a copy of Moscow’s letter to Tito on 4 April but did 
not respond. Two weeks later Molotov instructed ambassador Lebedev in War-
saw to have a reply produced “as the Hungarian Communist Party had done.” 
Gomułka was reticent. The matter went to the Politburo the following day. The 
resulting letter to Moscow was supportive but expressed concern at the negative 
impact of the dispute on relations within the bloc and on the international com-
munist movement in general.171 On 21 August Gomułka was told Stalin agreed 
he ought to step down as General Secretary. This took place at a plenum on 
31 August–3 September. It was a decision confi rmed despite an appeal directly 
and in person to Stalin on 19 December.172 The trials of East European leaders 
of suspect loyalty to Moscow followed not long thereafter, beginning in Hun-
gary with László Rajk (16–24 September 1949).173

The difference between Belgrade and the rest, however, was that when the 
pressure proved unremitting everyone else gave way, even Gomułka. That Yu-
goslavia did not do so was essentially due to the undiminished self-confi dence 
of having liberated most of the country with little help from outside. Matters 
came to a head when secret policeman Vasilii Moshetov from the foreign pol-
icy department in Moscow arrived in Belgrade on 19 May requesting—to no 
avail—that Tito appear in person at the next Cominform meeting, which was 
to be held in Romania on 19–23 June.174 Even then, Yugoslavia persisted in its 
determination to absorb Albania as a protectorate in the face of Hoxha’s increas-
ingly willful resistance. On 27 May, well after the Soviet summons had been 
delivered, Yugoslavia insisted that Albania come to Belgrade cap in hand to 
resolve the differences between them.175

Despite chaos within the Soviet delegation to Bucharest as a result of fi erce 
rivalry between Zhdanov and Malenkov, refl ected in the very different tone 
of their speeches—the more restrained line coming from Zhdanov mirrored 
statements from the reluctant among the East European delegations—round 
condemnation of Yugoslavia was followed by expulsion of their party from “the 
family of fraternal communist parties.”176 Yet even after this, Dimitrov took on 
the role of mediator at his own request.177 Stalin was now beside himself with 
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104 Cominformity

fury, wreaking his worst on Zhdanov, who was unceremoniously removed from 
his posts and replaced by rival Malenkov, less inhibited at Bucharest in attack-
ing Yugoslavia. Stalin’s onetime favorite then disappeared off to a sanatorium, 
where he died in dubious circumstances—his illness was misdiagnosed by the 
majority of Kremlin doctors—on 31 August.178 And when one broke ranks and 
disputed the diagnosis, her complaints went unheeded before he died and af-
ter. She was then banished from the prestigious Kremlin hospital. Stalin’s only 
reaction to her protest was to have her letter archived.179 Yet he would normally 
have suspected a plot where there was none.

The Greeks, who had fl irted with Belgrade, were not admitted to Cominform; 
in this Moscow was guided by “the current international situation” (another 
sign of Stalin’s concern to retain formal acceptance of the Western sphere of 
infl uence even while undermining it from within).180 Where no obvious gains 
could be made and where relations were needlessly exacerbated, Stalin brutally 
cut his losses. The converse was, however, that now he had no hesitation in 
striking where the adversary was weak.

BLOCKADING WEST BERLIN

Neither the Western Powers nor Russia had been willing to concede the pos-
sibility of dominating postwar Germany. Khrushchev claimed that Stalin

was convinced (and I too shared this opinion) that after the defeat of the Ger-
mans and the destruction of their state, the German working class, the peas-
antry, and the whole of society would want to escape the political and social 
conditions in which Germany found itself before the war. We presupposed 
that a social revolution would take place there, the capitalist state would 
be liquidated, a proletarian state would emerge, which would be guided by 
Marxist-Leninist doctrine and establish the dictatorship of the proletariat. 
This was our dream. We thought that this would be the simplest solution to 
the German question. As a result Germany would cease to be a militaristic 
state and would cease to threaten Europe with war, which it had already un-
leashed several times. It seemed to us that such a renaissance of the country 
was inevitable. . . . With respect to Germany, we had no doubts. We were 
absolutely sure that it would become a socialist state.181

Khrushchev continued: “Stalin spoke out for a unifi ed Germany. He imagined 
that a unifi ed Germany would be socialist and would become an ally of the 
USSR. This is the conception that Stalin held and we, too, the whole of his 
entourage.”182
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This may well have been the “dream,” but Stalin’s tactics indicate a more 
prosaic and realistic assessment. By January 1947, with unifi cation of the West-
ern occupation zones into Bizonia a reality and a separate West Germany in 
prospect, he was banking more on German nationalism than socialist senti-
ment just as he had done in 1930–33. He startled Otto Pieck, Walter Ulbricht, 
and Otto Grotewohl with the following questions: “Are there many fascist ele-
ments in Germany? In what proportion, percentage-wise? What kind of power 
do they have? Can one say approximately? In the Western zones in particular?” 
By the same token there would also be fascists in the Soviet zone. “Can one 
not allow them to organize their own party under another name?’ He later sug-
gested the title “National Democratic Party.” One did not want them all driven 
into the hands of the Americans. “In relation to the fascists, you (the leaders of 
the SED) are following a course of exterminating the fascists.” Instead, perhaps 
a different line was in order: one of “winning them over” so that not all former 
Nazis ended up in the rival camp. They would not be attracted to the SED, but 
as a separate party they could work together with it as a bloc. “Former fascists 
live in fear. They must be neutralized. This is a tactical problem. This is not 
lack of principle.” One should not forget, he added, that “elements of Nazism 
exist not merely among bourgeois strata but also in the working class and petite 
bourgeoisie.” To reassure Grotewohl and others, he insisted that this would not 
mean taking reactionaries on board “but only patriots and not active fascists.”183

Nothing came of this idea. But the sentiment behind it came to dominate 
Stalin’s thinking. Marshal Vasilii Sokolovskii, Commander-in-Chief of the So-
viet Group of Forces in Germany, told Chairman of the SED Wilhelm Pieck 
that “the English and the Americans will try to buy off the Germans, placing 
them in a privileged position. Against this one option remains—to turn people’s 
minds toward unifi cation.”184 At a further meeting on 18 December 1948 Stalin 
argued “For the Soviet zone an ‘opportunistic policy’ is proposed. Otherwise the 
coalition of democratic forces will break up and the infl uence of [Kurt] Schu-
macher [leader of the SPD in the Western zone] and his masters [‘Herren’] will 
be strengthened among the workers. The people will not win as a result.” There 
was, Stalin insisted, no direct route to socialism, only via “zig-zags and evasive 
maneuvers” as “the circumstances in Germany are diffi cult and dictate a more 
cautious policy.” Stalin, laughingly, pointed out that “that in this instance in his 
old age he had become an opportunist.”185

By then Stalin had also tried, by the threat of force, to break allied unity and 
forestall the formal division of Germany. On 14 March 1948 the US Senate had 
passed the Marshall Plan overwhelmingly 69 votes to 17; the House of Repre-
sentatives followed suit on 2 April with even greater enthusiasm: 318 votes to 75. 
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106 Cominformity

The success of the Plan depended upon the incorporation of the Western zone 
into the West European trading community. Failure to reach agreement with 
Moscow on the fate of Germany therefore prompted Washington and London 
to create Bizonia. On 3 October 1947 Smirnov warned Molotov, “This is a mat-
ter not of propaganda or political blackmail but a real threat of the political and 
economic division of Germany and the inclusion of western Germany with all 
its resources in a western bloc created by the United States.”186

The complete failure of the London conference of allied foreign ministers 
(25 November–15 December 1947) to agree on Germany led the State Depart-
ment on 19 December to announce an end to reparations payments for Russia 
from Bizonia. The next stage was to introduce currency reform. In Moscow it 
was soon confi rmed that Washington and London were “carrying out measures 
toward the creation of a West German state, with whom they are determined to 
conclude a separate peace treaty or peace accord.”187 Smirnov advised Molotov: 
“We therefore need to take such measures that would not only limit the sepa-
rate activities of the USA, England, and France in Germany, but also actively 
disrupt their plans for the formation of a western bloc, including Germany 
within it.”188

Since the Anglo-American zones of occupation in Berlin (along with that of 
France) lay deep within the Soviet zone and because no provision had been 
made to ensure rights of access on land, Stalin moved to squeeze the allies out 
of the city through blockade. This was despite the fact that West Berlin had 
been swapped for Thuringia-Saxony. On 12 March 1948 Marshal Sokolovskii 
was summoned to Moscow. On 15 March Washington adopted an embargo 
on the export of strategic goods to the USSR and demanded that recipients of 
the Marshall Plan follow suit. Just under a week later Sokolovskii walked out 
of the allied control council, with the result that it ceased to function. And on 
25 March he issued an order “on the reinforcement of the security and con-
trol of the demarcation line of the Soviet zone of occupation of Germany.” 
The head of the transportation directorate of the Soviet Group of Forces in 
Germany was told to cut to a minimum the movement of passenger trains and 
transporters of western forces.189

An instruction went out to strengthen control over the movement of people 
and goods through greater Berlin. On 1 April further measures were taken to re-
duce communications from Berlin to the Western zone. Confi dence was high 
at the Russian headquarters in suburban Karlshorst: “Our control restrictions 
have delivered a serious blow to the prestige of the Americans and the English 
in Germany. The German population reckon that the ‘Anglo-Americans have 
retreated in the face of the Russians’ and that this demonstrates the strength 
of the Russians.” They rushed to the premature conclusion that “the attempts 
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of [General] Clay to establish ‘an air bridge’ between Berlin and the West-
ern zones has failed. The Americans have recognized that this is too expensive 
an undertaking.”190 It looked likely that Stalin had every chance of success; in 
which case the consequences for the West were bleak.

As anticipated in Moscow, on 18 June the military governor of the American 
zone, General Lucius Clay, announced by letter to Sokolovskii the currency 
reform to be instituted in the Western zones. Two days later Moscow insisted 
that the reform was illegal and that the Soviet government would act to pro-
tect the Soviet zone (including greater Berlin) from its effects. On the night of 
19 June it closed traffi c along the autobahn entirely and reduced railway pas-
sage to a trickle. On 22 June the US Air Force began the airlift of supplies for 
the American garrison in Berlin. Two days later Moscow suspended all trans-
portation by land to and from the city. On 25 June the Royal Air Force began 
missions to Berlin for the British garrison. Coal came in for the fi rst time on 
7 July. Initially Moscow held strongly to the belief that the West could not hold 
out. In negotiations with an obdurate Molotov, it rapidly became clear that the 
sine qua non for lifting the blockade was an end to plans for a separate Western 
Germany. And pressure not to give way came from those in the fi eld, not just 
from Stalin.

On 30 August Sokolovskii urged Molotov against appeasing to the West: “fur-
ther concessions would not be expedient as (1) . . . signifi cant changes in the 
mood of the population in Berlin are working to our advantage; and (2) the 
West is now interested in hastening an agreement.”191 By 5 November, however, 
a new airfi eld at Tegel was operational. In January 1949 the airlift reached its 
peak in terms of deployment (225 C-54s for the US Air Force), and on 16 April, 
1,398 sorties carried a record delivery of 12,940 short tons of supplies. One plane 
landed every minute and kept the Russian garrison awake as the aircraft fl ew 
just above the rooftops. By the time Moscow lifted the blockade as a failure on 
12 May, some 2,326,406 short tons of supplies had been brought in by air alone 
in 278,228 sorties. It was an extraordinary display of air power, ingenuity, and 
determination.

Up to now Truman had steadfastly resisted planning for war against the USSR 
using the atomic bomb. Rather, all planning for possible war was predicated 
on air supremacy. This was only one glaring contradiction in White House 
thinking. The number of atomic weapons had grown slowly but steadily: two 
by the end of 1945, nine in July 1946, thirteen in July 1947, and fi fty in July 
1948. By then only thirty B-29s, all held at the 509th bombing group at Roswell, 
New Mexico, had been modifi ed to carry these weapons. Under the impact of 
the blockade, however, White House opinion shifted. Contingency planning 
 followed suit.
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108 Cominformity

Finally on 28 July the Joint Chiefs of Staff were instructed by Secretary of 
Defense Forrestal to institute contingency plans for an atomic offensive, and 
on 16 September Truman approved use of the bomb in directive NSC-30. A 
follow-up directive on 23 November, NSC-20/4, provided for a general war to 
reduce or eliminate communist control of the Soviet Union and the satellites, 
with no need for subsequent occupation. Then in December the joint war plan 
Trojan was approved for assaults on 70 Soviet cities with 133 atomic bombs.192 
Up to this point, the British ambassador noted, in the Soviet capital “hardly any 
air raid precautions” had been taken.193

For the Kremlin much rested on the outcome of the US presidential elections 
that November. Before the campaign was over, on 26 October a Five-Power in-
vitation went out to the United States and Canada to join Western Europe in 
a North Atlantic treaty. Yet Molotov is reported to have persisted in believing 
that Dewey would win—in this he was scarcely alone—and that therefore the 
isolationist streak epitomized in the person of Senator Robert Taft would gain 
foothold. But Molotov was also somehow convinced the pro-Soviet former vice 
president Henry Wallace would obtain more than 6 million votes; that he would 
in due course become the major contender in 1952; and that by then the United 
States would have succumbed to a major economic depression (a belief shared 
by the British ambassador to Washington).194 He was wrong. Moscow had badly 
miscalculated and not for the fi rst time since the war. Some plausibility was lent 
to such wild notions when news leaked out on 8 October that Truman was plan-
ning to authorize Vinson, now Chief Justice, to see Stalin in Moscow in vain 
pursuit of a solution to Soviet-American differences: a very Wallace-like gesture 
and a gaffe of major proportions at a time of the Berlin blockade that utterly 
undermined US foreign policy. This was a trial moment for Marshall who was 
then in Paris. He began a dispatch to the effect that “never in the history of dip-
lomatic bungling,” but when Bohlen read it back to him instead he asked Tru-
man for an urgent meeting. Marshall then threatened to resign if the Vinson 
mission proceeded. Embarrassed, Truman promptly backed off.195 News of the 
gaffe did not pass unremarked in Moscow, which subsequently claimed “how 
important to the success of Truman’s 1948 campaign was the election stunt of 
spreading the rumour that the President was about to dispatch a representative 
to Moscow for talks with the Soviet Government.”196 But Wallace’s Progressive 
Party platform was effectively a creature of the US Communist Party, and as 
a result he won a paltry 2.4 percent of the vote. Truman squeezed back into 
offi ce with 49.5 percent against rival Dewey’s 45.1 percent. The president thus 
won faute-de-mieux. As Dewey’s equally dull and disconsolate running mate 
Governor Warren of California whined in exasperation: “the President got too 
many votes.”197
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A SECRET COUNTEROFFENSIVE

Hitherto Bevin had adopted lofty restraint in retaliating against Soviet at-
tempts to disrupt economic recovery. “We have been scrupulously careful,” he 
wrote, “not to encourage subversive movements in Eastern European countries 
or anti-Russianism, or to lead the anti-Communists to hope for support which 
we cannot give.”198 Not for the fi rst or the last time, the Kremlin had underes-
timated the negative impact of its own provocative behavior in mobilizing ad-
versaries and undermining allies. Moscow was now to be challenged on its own 
terms. Both Britain and the United States had been caught napping by Tito’s 
break with Stalin. McNeill at the Foreign Offi ce liaising with MI6, scoffed at 
their lack of knowledge.199 But a lesson had been learned, certainly in Britain, 
which saw Titoism as a useful means of pulling the rug from under Russia, not 
just in Eastern Europe but also in China. The attempt now made was to use 
subversion to undermine Soviet rule, building on the experience of the Special 
Operations Executive and the OSS during the war but also adding from text-
book communist practice. Second, an alliance committing the United States 
explicitly to the defense of Western Europe was now entirely practicable. At a 
stroke Stalin had united Americans and West Europeans as never before.

In Washington covert operations were run from Frank Wisner’s Offi ce of Pol-
icy Coordination (OPC), formally under State Department tutelage but trans-
ferred to the new Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), now headed by Bedell 
Smith, on 12 October 1950. Prior to this, the passage of NSC-10/2 was the fi rst 
major step in toward a full-scale strategy, followed in London on 14 December 
1948 by proposals for a “counteroffensive” to Soviet political warfare. First, by 
“making the Soviet Orbit so disaffected that in the event of war it would be-
come a dangerous area requiring large armies of occupation, and not a source 
of useful manpower for Russia.” Second, prizing “the Soviet hold on the Orbit 
countries, and ultimately enabling them to regain their independence.” Third, 
“seizing every opportunity of discrediting the Soviet regime or weakening its 
position within the frontiers of the Soviet Union.” And fi nally, “frustrating the 
Soviet effort to build up the economic war potential of the Soviet Union and 
the satellites.”

These goals were to be accomplished “by all available means short of war” 
and with no expectation of immediate war until 1956. The expectation was that 
the West could take advantage of the Yugoslav split to create chaos within the 
Soviet bloc. “The fi rst rift in the Orbit has already been created by Tito’s quarrel 
with the Kremlin; and this has provided us with an opening which we should 
be able to exploit. If this opportunity is thus exploited, a sort of chain reaction 
among the satellites might be started.”200 The means by which this could be 
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110 Cominformity

done included the “spreading of rumours and the sowing of suspicion among 
Communists.”201 The subsequent show trials suggest this policy may have had 
some success. The only immediate opportunity for overturning a communist re-
gime, however, was Albania where, after the Yugoslav split, the leadership were 
reported to be in chaos. Germany was the next target. There were obvious risks 
to this policy, which meant a price would have to be paid. “The consolidation 
of the Orbit is so important to Russia that they must be expected to react vigor-
ously to any attempt to disrupt it. If plans on the lines contemplated are put into 
operation, we must suppose that their existence will soon become known to the 
Russians, and when this happens the tension between the Soviet Union and the 
Western Powers must be expected to increase considerably.”202

The second major effect was the North Atlantic treaty signed on 4 April 1949. 
Despite the fact that within State both Kennan and Bohlen believed the treaty 
to be mistaken and Under Secretary Robert Lovett was skeptical that it would 
be acceptable to Congress,203 the Senate ratifi ed it on 21 July by an overwhelm-
ing vote of 82 to 13. All thanks to the fearsome visage Stalin projected.

It was now time to retreat. By February 1949 the failure of the blockade and 
the announcement of the intended pact alone had prompted Moscow to seek a 
dignifi ed exit from the Berlin crisis. Poland acted as go-between. Deputy head 
of the Polish mission Colonel Gebert made a sounding. Moscow, he said, was 
“desperately anxious” to have a meeting of the Council of Foreign Ministers. 
They were above all keen to preserve at least the appearance of a unifi ed Ger-
many, perhaps with a loose federal structure within which the Länder could re-
fl ect the current balance between East and West.204 No meeting was convened. 
The West had successfully defended the status quo. On 10 May Stalin asked the 
Politburo to end the blockade.205

The West now hastened to alter the postwar status quo. Covert action in 
Albania began with an uprising attempted in December 1949. It was led on the 
British side by David Smiley.206 It proved a disaster as it had been revealed at 
planning stage by Philby, then in Washington.207 This left the West without any 
effective offensive capability vis-à-vis Moscow short of preemptive war, for which 
contingency plans existed in Washington but which inevitably threatened to 
devastate most of Europe. The explosion of an atomic device by the USSR at 
the end of August then exposed the inadequacy of US military planning based 
entirely on nuclear warfare against an adversary not so armed. The pressure was 
therefore on in Washington from Acheson and his new head of policy planning 
Paul Nitze to beef up conventional warfare capabilities to meet Soviet levels. 
The result was NSC-68 proposing a massive commitment to contain Russia by 
military means.208 Truman, however, had appointed as Secretary of Defense 
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Louis Johnson, “a bastard,” in the words of Luke Battle.209 But he had also been 
a major contributor to Truman’s re-election, and Truman was a man with loyal-
ties that sometimes overrode common sense. In April–May 1949 Johnson began 
slashing the burgeoning military budget in the belief, shared by Truman, that 
waste was rife and in order to prevent growth of government expenditure from 
squeezing private investment by raising the cost of borrowing.210 Cutting the 
budget may seem incongruous for a president who had signed the North Atlan-
tic Treaty. Truman, however, never saw the alliance “as anything but a gamble, 
a deterrent to war provoked by Russia, not a ‘blueprint’ that would take form in 
detail.”211 The British were well aware of this. “I feel the President while not dis-
approving of the present fi rm Russian policy of the State Department feels that 
the ultimate objective should be to reach some accommodation with the Soviet 
Government,” wrote ambassador Oliver Franks in a dispatch to London.212

The outbreak of war in Korea in June 1950 then rid all but the most trusting 
of any further doubts about Stalin and forced upon Western Europe a process of 
rearmament long demanded by Congress. This held back economic recovery 
by several years. The outlook from London at the beginning of 1952 thus came 
to be largely one of weary resignation to a cold war of indefi nite duration. “So 
long as the Communist régime exists in Soviet Russia in its present form we 
cannot expect to enjoy peace in the full sense of the word. We shall only be 
able to stem Soviet Russia’s encroachment by active and ceaseless vigilance 
over a long period of time, backed by armed strength. But the present state of 
affairs—an uneasy absence of war—is not the only form of accommodation 
with Soviet Russia to which Western policy should aspire. Efforts must be made 
to fi nd a fi rmer footing.” No indication, however, was given as to what would 
secure such a footing; presumably yet further increases in military capability. 
Despite the Albanian fi asco, MI6 hoped against hope that the West could still 
“cause trouble and disturbance in the satellite countries, and these measures 
could be stepped up in proportion to the increase in our strength.” This was 
not, however, a cost-free option, and the caveat now inserted anticipated the 
dilemma shortly to be faced in all its brutality: Berlin (June 1953) and Hun-
gary (October 1956). “There are evident risks that subversive activities involving 
anti-Soviet elements in the satellite countries may at a certain stage get out of 
control. We might then be faced with a choice between supporting the revolu-
tionary movement by force of arms or abandoning the revolutionaries to their 
fate—an alternative which would inevitably lead to a strengthening of the So-
viet hold over the whole of the Soviet empire and the liquidation of all potential 
supporters of the West.”213
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4

ON THE OFFENSIVE IN ASIA

The center of the revolution . . . has shifted to China and East Asia.

—Stalin, July 1949

Contained across Europe, by now disappointed in the new state of Israel, 
neutralized by Gandhi in India, and shut out of occupied Japan, Stalin inevita-
bly sought egress elsewhere and found it where least expected: in China.

NO PREFERENCE FOR MAO

China proved a major instance where the inclinations of the Russians were, 
for reasons of realpolitik, statist rather than revolutionary, but where events 
proved stronger than preferences. “They [the Russians] did not let us make a 
revolution: that was in 1945,” Mao recalled. “Stalin wanted to prevent China 
from making revolution, saying we should not have a civil war and should co-
operate with Chiang Kai-shek, otherwise the Chinese nation would perish. But 
we did not do what he said.”1 Stalin insisted that Mao visit Chungking in or-
der to talk peace with Chiang.2 He came, reluctantly. The negotiations took 
place from 28 August. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) had been taking 
a military offensive in order to make Chiang more accommodating, Mao told 
diplomats at the Soviet embassy on 10 October 1945 when an agreement was 
signed. But it afforded merely a breathing space. Mao said Chiang insisted that 
the Red Army subordinate itself to Nationalist control and demanded that it be 
reduced in size.3

Refl ecting obliquely on his own position, Mao told ambassador Petrov that 
“Chiang Kai-shek thus far has no deep ideological sense of direction or, as we 
would say, focal point around which everything else could revolve. Chiang Kai-
shek himself doesn’t know what road to follow: dictatorship or democracy. In 

.
 

$
 

 



 On the Offensive in Asia  113

foreign policy Chiang Kai-shek doesn’t know whether to orientate toward the 
United States or the USSR. He has decided not to orient himself entirely on 
the United States because of the USSR’s international infl uence; and fears ori-
enting toward the USSR. His attitude toward the CCP is determined by such 
factors as the strength of the CCP, the international weight of the USSR, the 
situation in Sinkiang and the presence of the Soviet army in Manchuria.”4 Ac-
cording to Mikhail Kapitsa, present as third secretary, Mao emphasized: “We do 
not fear war; provided the Americans do not intervene—that would worry us.”5

By the time he saw Harriman on 23 January 1946, Stalin appeared to have 
given up all hope of forcing compromise between the Kuomintang and CCP. 
He refused to place Moscow in the position of mediator. The main obstacle 
was, he claimed, personal mistrust. “Chiang Kai-shek does not trust Mao, and 
Mao does not trust Chiang.”6 Though viewed with a certain contempt as inca-
pable of attaining national supremacy, the CCP was, however, indispensable to 
Stalin as a means of limiting the scope of the American reach into China. This 
had been most apparent in Manchuria where Japanese aggression began in 
1931; even so, the Soviet army ripped out all the factory equipment practicable, 
as they did in the Eastern zone of Germany, before leaving on 3 May 1946.

On 29 December 1945 Lozovskii, responsible for the Far East, produced a 
memorandum for Molotov and Stalin. He pointed out that “whereas before the 
war the English and in part the Japanese were the masters of China, now the 
master in China is the United States of America.” Moreover, “the United States 
is laying claim to ground not only in northern China but also in Manchu-
ria. For the Soviet Union this is a most important problem. We have removed 
our Japanese neighbor from our borders; and we should not allow Manchuria 
to become the mise-en-scène for the economic and political infl uence of an-
other Great Power.”7 Between September and November 1945, Russia there-
fore handed over to the local Red Army 327,877 rifl es, 5,207 machine guns, 
5, 219 pieces of artillery, 743 tanks and armored cars, 612 planes, and 1,224 vehi-
cules.8 Yet its forces pillaged systematically. In Mukden (Shenyang) “the Red 
Army blasted holes in the walls of factories to drag machinery out and load it 
onto trains.”9 The continued existence of the CCP in this part of China, at least, 
became a fi rm Soviet strategic interest once the Red Army had been withdrawn 
to appease Washington. As to the fate of the remainder of the country, however, 
Stalin was skeptical.

China led the way. But Moscow stood ostentatiously aloof. Early in 1947 
Mao telegraphed his wish to visit Stalin. In mid-June the wish was granted 
but rescinded two weeks later.10 The same happened the following year—an 
April invitation withdrawn in May.11 This was repeated in July 1948, when the 
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trip was postponed until November.12 The last excuse—Soviet leaders would 
be too involved in the harvest—seemed particularly implausible; indeed, his 
bags already packed, a baffl ed and downhearted Mao subjected his two Soviet 
doctors, Orlov (GRU) and Melnikov (MVD), to close questioning on the mat-
ter.13 This no doubt dampened still further his confi dence in Stalin. Thus on 
21 November Mao himself postponed traveling until the end of December. The 
visit did not take place even then. At this stage Soviet relations with the West 
had deteriorated to its lowest ebb as a result of the Berlin blockade. Further, un-
necessary risks were evidently to be avoided. Washington was now planning for 
the prospect of nuclear war, and Stalin still possessed no means of retaliation.

On 14 January 1949 the Politburo again delayed a visit for the same underly-
ing reasons as before—Mao was still only the leader of a guerrilla force and 
the purpose of the trip would be seen in the West as receipt of instructions 
from Moscow.14 Instead Stalin “insisted” on delaying the visit and proposed 
instead sending Mikoyan (rather than Molotov) to see Mao.15 This was bound 
to provoke concern. Mao’s anxiety was to tie down Soviet relations with the 
CCP on a new basis that would underscore Chinese sovereignty once the com-
munists were in power, thereby ruling out any chance that Washington restore 
the status quo. The bottom line in Moscow, however, was Stalin’s continued 
reluctance to make public acknowledgement of CCP primacy. News of a visit 
by Mao, though cloaked in secrecy, might leak out, thus compromising rela-
tions with the Chinese Nationalists and perhaps also precipitating US military 
intervention in a last-ditch attempt to avert the loss of China. The dispatch of 
troops to North China from General Douglas MacArthur’s forces occupying 
Japan suggested that an option such as this was not entirely foreclosed. The 
fact that Mao’s ideological credentials were still viewed with suspicion doubt-
less further reinforced Stalin’s reluctance to take risks for what was as yet an 
uncertain return.

Mikoyan arrived on 30 January and stayed until 8 February.16 Mao said it 
would take one to two years to complete the takeover of China, including such 
cities as Nanzhing and Shanghai, and outlined his traditional preference for 
taking the countryside fi rst and the cities only when sure that they could be ad-
equately supplied. Old Bolshevik Mikoyan expressed the view shared by Stalin 
that the sooner the cities were taken the better. Mao stoutly defended his posi-
tion, boasting that “the Chinese peasants are more [politically] conscious than 
all American workers and many English workers.” When Mikoyan urged upon 
him the early formation of a coalition government, Mao was equally unyield-
ing. It rapidly became clear that Mao’s request for “directives” from the Stalin 
was window dressing. A deeply insincere game was then played on the issue of 
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the Soviet base at Port Arthur—Russia offering to return it, China insisting they 
stay—that was repeated when Mao eventually came to Moscow in December. 
Mao also feared Soviet expansionist aims to the West, in Sinkiang, a province 
only nominally Chinese. Mikoyan was reassuring. But when Mao proposed 
uniting Chinese Inner Mongolia with the People’s Republic of Mongolia and 
that both then form a part of the new China, Stalin, by telegram, insisted that 
independence was not up for discussion.

Subsequent Soviet advice to avoid a directly communist platform for revo-
lutionary change was ignored, as was the advice on a peace offensive against 
elements of the Nationalists eager to split the difference between Chiang and 
Mao. All the CCP did was to lead Washington astray with the idea that some 
Chinese communists were not entirely sympathetic to Moscow; this, though 
true, was not a genuine indication of CCP orientation but essentially designed 
to neutralize any possibility of US military intervention.17 Mikoyan wisely con-
cluded that all talk of “directives” and backwardness was a display of oriental 
modesty not to be taken literally. Mao ended by reassuring Stalin that he would 
hold to “a pro-Soviet orientation,” but his declaration of sympathy for Stalin’s 
condemnation of Yugoslav nationalism indicated that what lay at the back of 
his mind was an attempt to allay Stalin’s likely suspicions that he could shortly 
have another Tito on his hands.18

In April–May 1949 Chinese communist armies crossed the Yangtze and took 
Nanzhing and Shanghai. The end of the civil war lay in sight. Only the ex-
tensive but less populous outlying regions—Sinkiang, Tibet, etc.—lay beyond 
reach. American aid to Chiang was never suffi cient because the Nationalist 
cause was ineffi ciently organized, poorly led, badly corrupted, and judged un-
sustainable to merit a more ambitious and more generous outlay of men as well 
as money. Truman scorned the Nationalists: “All the money we had given them 
is now invested in United States real estate,” he declared in 1950.19 The USSR 
nevertheless sustained diplomatic relations with Chiang to the very end. Even 
while the ambassadors of the capitalist Powers refused to move from Nanzhing 
as Nationalist forces were routed from the region, ambassador Nikolai Roshchin 
in February 1949 meekly followed Chiang to Canton.20 Even when the commu-
nists crossed the Yangtze in April, Stalin still warned lest Britain and the United 
States resort to military intervention by landing in the rear of Mao’s forces while 
they drove southwards. To Mao this underlined the importance of direct access 
to Stalin. Once again he asked to visit. Once more Stalin replied on 26 May: 
“We do not consider the present moment suitable.”21

Instead, on 26 June a delegation led by Liu Shao-ch’ih arrived, focusing on 
technical aid and fi nancial credit ($300 million). Received by Stalin late the 
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 following night, Liu said disingenuously that the CCP had “in the course of a 
prolonged period been located in the countryside, that it had conducted guer-
rilla warfare and was therefore very little acquainted with foreign affairs.” This 
led to the assertion, hitherto honored only in the breach that, being merely a 
branch of the world communist movement, the CCP would naturally subordi-
nate itself to Soviet wishes and “decisions.” To which Stalin responded with a 
fi rm “no!” Mao’s projected visit Moscow toward the end of the year once diplo-
matic relations were established met with no objection.22 Stalin did, however, 
break with custom in making something of an apology: “We have been a hin-
drance to you, and for this I am very regretful.”23 He had already told Kardelj: 
“I also doubted that the Chinese could succeed, and I advised them to come 
to a temporary agreement with Ch[i]ang Kai-shek. Offi cially, they agreed with 
us, but in practice they continued mobilizing the Chinese people. . . . The 
Chinese proved to be right, and we were wrong.”24

But the distance separating the two sides persisted. Moscow saw the revolu-
tion as sui generis but simultaneously refused to acknowledge what fl owed from 
this in terms of leadership in East Asia. When Liu asked Stalin if China could 
join the Cominform, he replied that this was “not so necessary. Why? Because 
there is a basic difference between the situations of the new democratic coun-
tries of Eastern Europe and China.” First, imperialism “has still not abandoned 
its threats against China. . . . China has to put an enormous effort to resist the 
pressures from imperialism.” Second, because the bourgeoisie of China “stood 
up in the struggle against America and Chiang Kai-shek,” the revolutionary 
government had “no grounds” for repressing it. It was thus “still not possible 
to establish the revolutionary power of the proletarian dictatorship.” On the 
other hand, the “situation in the countries of East Asia has a lot in common 
with the situation in China and creates the possibility of organizing a Union of 
East Asian Communist Parties.” But this “may still be premature”; furthermore, 
because the USSR spanned Eurasia, “it would take part in the Union of East 
Asian Communist Parties.”25

SOUTHEAST ASIA

Increasingly the forced radicalization of Communist parties under Comin-
form direction spread to the East. It was the second congress of the Indian 
Communist Party (28 February–6 March) and a meeting of the World Federa-
tion of Democratic Youth in Calcutta preceded by a symbolic attack on Prime 
Minister Pandit Nehru in Pravda that provided the forum for extending more 
aggressive tactics from Europe to the Asian subcontinent.26 A year later the 
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World Federation Bulletin heralded the conference as a “call to intensifi ed ac-
tion,” taken up by the “active liberation movements in Vietnam, Burma, Ma-
laya, Indonesia, and particularly China.”27 “The militant policy which emerged 
from these conferences,” CIA concluded, “is believed to have been the basis 
for the near-simultaneous Communist-inspired uprisings in Burma, Indonesia, 
and Malaya.”28 Only a year before British diplomats in Washington noted with 
regret that there was “no sense of a community of Anglo-American interests . . . 
we and other colonial powers are thought to be on the way out, assisted by Rus-
sian intrigue.” No support to sustain them was therefore forthcoming.29 Wash-
ington had to be shaken out of its disdain for allied colonialism. Until then a 
policy of containment in the Far East did not really exist.

Of those succumbing to revolt, Malaya was of the greatest signifi cance com-
mercially and strategically. It was the world’s largest producer of both rubber 
and tin. It was also the source for most of US rubber and about one-third of its 
tin. The Malayan Communist Party (MCP) had been set up by Ho at the end 
of April 1930, its First Secretary a Chinese-speaking Vietnamese (half of the 
population of Malaya were Chinese);30 Lai Te was later assassinated in Bang-
kok,  having spied for Britain. The new Secretary of the Party from 6 March 
1947, Chin Peng took the Calcutta conference to mean that insurrection was 
the order of the day. Moscow pointed out: “The national-liberation movement 
in Malaya is . . . integrally linked with the liberation struggle of the other Asiatic 
peoples.”31 By the end of March 1948 the MCP had embarked on a policy of 
selectively assassinating strikebreakers, a nucleus was established for guerrilla 
warfare, and fi ghting broke out in June.32 A month later, anticipating a full-
scale uprising then only planned, the British formally outlawed the Party with 
the introduction of Emergency Regulation 17b. The insurrection thus became 
known as the Malayan Emergency. In September some twenty members from 
the South China branch of the CCP left Hong Kong for Singapore to help the 
MCP organize the Party for insurrection.33

Even though China was aiding revolution elsewhere in Asia, Stalin still sus-
pected Mao could turn to Washington. Vyshinsky emphasized to Liu the im-
portance of China “showing particular caution and vigilance” toward them.34 
“After the victory of our revolution, Stalin had doubts about its character,” 
Mao told Khrushchev nearly a decade later. “He thought China was a second 
Yugoslavia.”35 Stalin need not have worried, however. Under growing domestic 
pressure, Washington gave up attempts at a rapprochement with the CCP. Mao 
therefore announced that China would “lean to one side” (yibiandao). “Sitting 
on the fence will not do,” he declared; “nor is there a third road.”36 According to 
Wu Xiuquan, head of the Chinese Foreign Ministry Soviet department, Stalin 
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“continued to worry that China might also follow the road of Yugoslavia and 
become independent from him . . . a national policy of ‘leaning to one side,’ 
that is, to the side of the Soviet Union, was put forward by Chairman Mao, so 
as to allay their worries.”37

For Mao and Liu Shao-Ch’ih similar worries emerged. At a meeting with 
the Soviet Politburo on 27 July, Kao Kang, leader of the Party in Manchuria, 
suggested declaring the region the seventeenth Soviet socialist republic and 
deploying Soviet forces so as to deter Washington. This proposal was greeted 
with applause. But Liu’s face darkened menacingly. He telegraphed Beijing 
demanding that Kao Kang be recalled immediately for treachery.38 Despite Sta-
lin’s call for toleration, Kao’s fate was sealed. On return Liu and Chou continu-
ously tormented him until he was fi nally demoted in 1954.

MAO FINALLY REACHES MOSCOW

Moscow formalized recognition of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) 
on 2 October 1949. Yet Stalin’s suspicions and reservations were evident in the 
poverty of Soviet press coverage, including the absence of a Pravda editorial and 
the use of the term “Mr.” in the exchange of letters with Chou En-lai, China’s 
new Foreign Minister and Chairman of the Council of Ministers.39 The new 
regime was welcomed as a part of the broader struggle for national liberation 
against imperialism rather than as a victory for socialism, and in Soviet state-
ments it ran behind Eastern Europe and even the new East German state as an 
achievement for social progress. The “unoffi cial” New Times ran an editorial, 
“The Chinese People’s Great Victory,” with emphasis on national liberation 
with no mention of socialism. It also tactlessly attributed a large part of the 
victory to the Bolshevik revolution having plunged the colonial system “into a 
state of crisis and debilitation,” to the Soviet victory over Germany and Japan in 
World War II, and to “Stalin’s genius.”40

On 5 November Mao expressed a wish to visit Moscow on the occasion of 
Stalin’s seventieth birthday, adding that he also hoped to take a break and medi-
cal treatment. Three days later this was reiterated through diplomatic channels. 
On 10 November Chou visited ambassador Roshchin, a GRU offi cer, now in 
Beijing, having been pragmatically but insensitively switched from one admin-
istration to the other, to reinforce the request.41 Moscow acquiesced. Mao’s 
purpose was to enhance the status of the Chinese People’s Republic, thereby 
obliging “the capitalist countries to play by rules that will be set by us, it will be 
favorable for the unconditional recognition of China by various countries, [it 
will lead to] the cancellation of the old treaties and the conclusion of new ones, 
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and it will also deter the capitalist countries from reckless undertakings.”42 He 
left Beijing on 7 December. His uncertain state of mind was apparent from an 
incident en route, when he passed through Manchuria, where he stopped to 
see the sights. Finding the streets of Mukden festooned with portraits of Stalin 
and only a few of himself, he abruptly cancelled his schedule, hastened back to 
the station and took off for the Soviet frontier.43

Mao thus arrived in Moscow on 16 December by train at Yaroslavskii station 
with rather mixed emotions. That day Stalin along with Molotov, Malenkov, 
Bulganin, and Vyshinsky received him. Mao was clearly anxious to establish 
personal rapport without the interference of other Chinese leaders, who were 
notable for their absence. Moreover he excluded China’s ambassador from all 
discussions. But at every meeting with Stalin any attempt he made to raise all 
the traumas of the past in his relations with Moscow was skillfully defl ected by 
his host. Little time was wasted on small talk. The fi rst question Mao raised 
concerned the prospects for peace.44 But a vast distance separated him from 
Stalin. Throughout, the “big boss” persisted in addressing Mao as “Mr.” instead 
of “comrade.” When the visit concluded in February, Mao’s interpreter Shi 
Zhe fi nally asked Stalin why he did so; to which Stalin is said to have reluc-
tantly conceded, “He is indeed a comrade. Let us say comrade.”45 Yet persistent 
reluctance to use normal communist nomenclature said much about Stalin’s 
reservations toward this idiosyncratic new regime.

THE KOREAN TEMPTATION

Washington now could agree on no China policy at all—except waiting for 
the dust to settle. Instead, the Chinese revolution “makes it vital that, with or 
without a peace treaty, the orientation of Japan toward the West be assured.”46 
For this reason the Americans were holding back on a peace treaty with Japan: 
Tokyo had to be securely in the Western camp before the risk of allowing it the 
independence to choose. In the meantime the construction of military, com-
munications, and naval bases proceeded apace—notably at Yokusaka47—as they 
were across the Baring Straits from Alaska and down to Guam. Stalin could 
therefore expect that the future Japan could be counted into the American 
camp with little expectation that it might be lured away.

Meanwhile, the supreme commander of allied forces in the Far East, Gen-
eral MacArthur, guided by his enlightened political adviser William Sebald, 
molded imperial Japan as best he could to US values. Thus Stalin had every 
reason not to wait. Soviet eyes naturally turned to Korea. Divided in two by 
Moscow and Washington at the 38th parallel in 1945, the northern half was 
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effectively a Soviet protectorate. Kim Il Sung, a Korean serving as captain in 
the Red Army, was placed in charge of the country. He had not been a heroic 
guerrilla fi ghter against Japan but had headed a unit operating out of Vyatskoe 
in the Soviet maritime province across the Manchurian border for the purposes 
of gathering fi eld intelligence.48 Kim was thus entirely a Soviet creation. In the 
ensuing administration Koreans with a Soviet background held more senior 
posts than those trained locally or in China. Russian troops were pulled out 
in December 1948 but a four- to fi ve-thousand man team of advisers remained 
behind scattered throughout the administration to guarantee the regime’s sub-
ordination to Moscow’s wishes.49 Soviet interest stemmed from a common bor-
der, fl anking communications by land and sea separating Vladivostok from Port 
Arthur, plus a long common frontier with Manchuria. Furthermore, Korea had 
always represented a knife pointed at the heart of Japan.

If Japan were revived as a military Power for the capitalist cause or, at the very 
least, became a permanent staging area for the United States in the northwest 
Pacifi c, it made strategic sense to hold the Korean peninsula in its entirety. 
Without Soviet permission, nothing could be done of substance in North Korea 
any more than in the Eastern zone of Germany. As in the case of Germany, 
this certainly did not prevent hopes ever present on both sides of the divide to 
recover the other half. In the case of Korea, Russian and American forces of 
occupation withdrew but left behind a mirror image of their own dispute ex-
acerbated by infl amed nationalist sentiment easily channeled against the other 
side.

Kim fi rst proposed an invasion of South Korea to Moscow on 11 March 1949. 
The response was not encouraging. The Berlin blockade had failed and Stalin 
was scarcely of a mind to open a new chapter in confrontation until CCP vic-
tory was assured without US intervention and until an atomic test had been suc-
cessfully completed. The North Korean army was not obviously superior to the 
South and the North could not count on Soviet participation since Washington 
and Moscow had agreed that the 38th parallel demarcated the line between the 
two. The only legitimate grounds for attack would arise if the South attacked 
the North.50 An echo of Kim’s request and underlying Soviet sympathy none-
theless found its way into New Times, where a promissory note in the form of 
a leader on “Soviet-Korean Relations” passed unnoticed in the West: “Korea 
will exist as a united and independent people’s democratic state, such as all the 
Korean people want their country to be! In this the Korean people have, and 
will have, the all-round assistance of the Soviet Union.”51

Kim was not about to give up, however. The Soviet ambassador, General 
Terentii Shtykov, had been a protégé of Zhdanov. His role in Pyongyang was 
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more that of proconsul than diplomat. Nothing of any importance in North Ko-
rea happened without his permission; even the Communist Party in the South 
answered to him.52 On 12 and 14 August, about to leave for Moscow and his holi-
days, Shtykov was again pressed for permission to invade.53 To the chagrin of 
the northern leadership, the South not only failed to move toward an invasion 
of the North but went so far as to decide on the construction of a Maginot Line 
to ensure its defense along the 38th parallel.54 Absent the virtues of self-defense, 
Kim now claimed that in recent border skirmishes, Pyongyang demonstrated its 
superiority against its opponents: invasion was therefore less of a risk. Shtykov, 
who carried Stalin’s authority and was therefore not averse to expressing his 
own mind in blunt terms to a regime wholly dependent on Moscow for its 
very existence, pointed out that the North’s leaders were excessively optimistic. 
As though it somehow lessened the signifi cance of the action, Kim suggested 
that they just launch a local invasion on the Ongjin peninsula, with a view to 
using this as a base for further operations later.

Shtykov made short work of Kim’s arguments. In the event of military action 
Washington “could intervene”; he thought it might ship in Japanese forces. 
Shtykov also dismissed the idea that the North was superior to the South. Evi-
dently loath to appear wholly negative, however, he did support the idea of a 
limited operation against the Ongjin peninsula. No sooner had Shtykov left 
than Kim’s personal secretary Mun Il told chargé d’affaires Tunkin that accord-
ing to reliable sources the South would in the near future attack that part of the 
peninsula on the northern side of the parallel.55 How this squared with Kim’s 
assertions of the North’s military superiority is hard to say. Moscow inevitably 
suspected that Kim was in desperate search of a casus belli to support his argu-
ments for invasion.

Loath to take a decision that could have momentous consequences, Stalin 
was characteristically evasive. Instead he played for time and demanded more 
detailed information: not least what Kim thought Washington could do if the 
North attacked.56 Kim replied that the United States might send in Japanese 
and Chinese troops, deploy their own instructors with the South Korean army, 
and use their own sea and air power.57 Of course, Kim had no idea whether 
in saying this he was ensuring Soviet support—since someone would have to 
counter Washington: Pyongyang had no air or sea power at its disposal—or 
deterring Stalin. Tunkin was certain that no invasion should take place. The 
North’s army was “insuffi ciently strong for launching successful and speedy op-
erations against the South.” A drawn-out war could not be won either, for both 
military and political reasons.58 It would give more time for the Americans to 
come in. “After its failures in China,” Tunkin wrote, reading the American 
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mind with some perspicacity, “the Americans are more likely to intervene in 
Korean affairs more decisively than they have done in China.” Moreover, he 
added, a drawn-out civil war in Korea “could be used by the Americans with the 
aim of agitation against the Soviet Union and for further exacerbation of war 
hysteria.” Only a blitzkrieg could work, and the requirements for one in Pyong-
yang simply did not exist. Tunkin also dismissed the idea of a minor campaign 
as a Trojan horse for a full-blooded civil war by the North and would only be 
“used to reinforce US and international intervention in Korean affairs in the 
interests of the South.”59

These sentiments were refl ected in a Politburo resolution concerning the Ko-
rean question on 24 September. Shtykov was told to communicate this to Kim. 
Interestingly in one of the fi nal drafts of the resolution, apparently involving 
Gromyko, it was prophetically pointed out that “an attack by the People’s army 
against the South may give the Americans grounds for putting the issue to a ses-
sion of the UN, accusing the KPDR [Korean People’s Democratic Republic] 
of aggression and obtaining from the General Assembly agreement to the entry 
of American forces into south Korea.”60 Stalin was at this stage very reluctant 
to leave any door open for Kim to launch an attack on spurious evidence of an 
attack from the South. One draft that left this as a possibility met with Stalin’s 
censure. In place of the text proposed, he suggested evasively, “In the event that 
the South Koreans begin offensive operations, you must remain ready to act in 
the future according to the circumstances.”61

Pyongyang persisted, however, and its ambitions collided with those of Bei-
jing. Here the priorities did not include war for anything except domestic objec-
tives: fi rst and foremost seizure of Taiwan (Formosa), allocated to China by war-
time allied agreement. When Mao arrived in Moscow, this was the fi rst point he 
raised in his fi rst discussion with Stalin. China, Mao said, needed “a peaceful 
breathing space lasting 3–5 years which could be used to reestablish the prewar 
level of the economy and stabilize the overall situation in the country.” The 
resolution of China’s most important issues hinged on the international situa-
tion. Stalin sounded optimistic. No direct threat to China existed. “Japan is not 
yet on its feet and is therefore not ready for war; America, although it shouts 
about war, above all fears war; Europe is intimidated by war; in essence China 
has no one to fi ght, unless Kim Il Sung has a go at China.” Peace depended on 
what Russia and China did: “If we are friends, peace could be guaranteed not 
only for 5–10 but also for 20–25 years; and, possibly, for an even longer time.”62

Notwithstanding the expression of interest in peace, Mao sought help to seize 
Taiwan. On 25 July he had instructed the delegation in Moscow to request 
such aid over six months to a year through the training of 1,000 pilots and 300 
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ground crew, plus the sale of 100 to 200 fi ghter-planes and 40 to 80 bombers.63 
In Moscow Mao repeated the request but in even more provocative form. He 
asked Stalin “to send volunteer fi ghter pilots or secret military units to speed up 
the seizure of Taiwan.” Yet it was the United States that had ferried Chiang and 
his remaining troops to safety on the island. Stalin was therefore not eager to get 
embroiled in a shooting match with Washington in what was seen as a residual 
US sphere of infl uence.

On 21 December CCP intelligence in Hong Kong reported conditions de-
manded by the US government for preserving Chiang’s base in Taiwan; and 
they included control over both civil and military administrations on the is-
land.64 The Kremlin was undoubtedly aware of this. Although apparently sym-
pathetic to Mao’s request, Stalin was bound to disappoint. He insisted: “The 
main thing is not to give grounds for US interference. As to those at staff level 
and instructors, they can be contributed at any time. We will think about the 
rest.” He suggested instead that Mao infi ltrate former Nationalist troops into the 
island and prompt an uprising from within.65 It was entirely acceptable, how-
ever, for Stalin to send a bomber squadron to airlift CCP troops into Sinkiang 
and, later, at the alliance negotiations, to agree to have them used to attack 
Tibet.66

Stalin’s suspicions about Mao had been nourished by Kovalev, his emissary 
to the CCP. Mao, who pronounced himself in good health by the end of the 
fi rst week in January, was left cooling his heels in a datcha outside Moscow and 
made no moves toward negotiation. Instead it was suggested he travel around. 
Some unpleasant conversations took place with Kovalev and orientalist Nikolai 
Fyodorenko. “All this offended me,” Mao later complained.67 The bleak con-
trast between the magnitude of his hard-won victory, attained despite rather 
than because of Russia, and the cool treatment he received in Moscow was hard 
to accept. Stalin retained serious reservations about the CCP and saw it as a 
force for national liberation rather than for socialism. The camp led by Moscow 
nevertheless now had a massive bridgehead in mainland Asia; and the North 
Koreans were not alone in hoping to profi t by it.

Doubting Stalin’s commitment, Kim tried to play off Beijing against Mos-
cow. At a dinner in honor of both Chinese and Soviet guests in Pyongyang on 
17 January 1950, he hinted that Mao was his friend and disposed to help against 
South Korea.68 Insisting that if unifi cation failed, he would personally “forfeit 
the trust of the people of Korea,” Kim dutifully accepted that he was a commu-
nist and a disciplined man and that for him Stalin’s instructions were law. But, 
he added, if it were impossible to see Stalin, then he would attempt to see Mao 
after his return from Moscow. Kim emphasized that Mao had—apparently at 
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their meeting in June 1949—promised to render assistance after the end of the 
war in China, a promise which, if indeed given, Mao would later have good rea-
son to regret.69 Shtykov, responding to this blatant attempt at extortion, retorted 
that Kim had never raised the issue of meeting Stalin and that if he requested 
it, then something would be arranged.70

The greatest objection against facilitating an attack on South Korea was fear 
lest it provoke World War III, for which, all sides accepted, Moscow was not 
yet prepared. Yet the danger of general war seemed slim if not negligible. The 
assumption in the West was that Russia would not risk World War III; the corol-
lary was that it would therefore not risk local war because that could escalate 
into major war. The Americans thus saw no need for containment to be water-
tight and sealed with military power forward-based. The disposition of forces 
on the ground was therefore dictated by long-term planning for major war, not 
likely until the mid-fi fties, rather than limited war. The lessons from Clause-
witz had again been forgotten, if ever learned. Britain’s embassy in Washington 
read the situation better, pointing to the impact of the revolution in China in 
September 1949: “The impending defeat of the Nationalist forces there forced 
a change in American strategy in the Far East which had its most noticeable 
effect in Korea. A natural consequence of the fact that the success of the Com-
munists in China left the Korean peninsula an isolated beach-head on the Asi-
atic continent highly vulnerable to Soviet attack, was an American willingness 
to withdraw.”71

Stalin was thus not irrational in assuming that an attack by the North could 
conceivably be accomplished speedily and at low risk. Yet his concern lest 
China come to terms with the United States had not been relieved by Mao’s 
determination to sign a new alliance. These residual anxieties may well have 
played a role in his decision to grant Kim’s wishes. In the unlikely event that 
Washington was drawn in, Stalin was keen to ensure, fi rst, that Mao had agreed 
on war in principle; second, that details be withheld from him until action 
was imminent; and, third, that if the United States entered the war, China 
be pressed to back up North Korea. Indeed, when the Korean War broke out, 
the Yugoslav ambassador to Washington, Bebler, warned that the confl ict had 
been engineered by Moscow “in order thoroughly to embroil the United States 
with Communist China. Russia was, according to Bebler, apprehensive of the 
growth of Communist China’s power and determined not to have the latter in 
the United Nations. It was for this reason,” he continued, “that the Russians had 
recognised Ho-Chi-minh [sic]. Now by prevailing on the United States to take 
action in respect of Formosa they had effectively embroiled the Americans with 
the Chinese communists and put a stop to any likelihood of the latter’s early 
admission to the United Nations.”72
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Stalin’s suspicions of Mao grew rather than diminished on the eve of talks 
for the alliance. When Acheson spoke at the National Press Club on 12 January 
1950 he defi ned “the [US] defensive perimeter” running “from the Ryukyus to 
the Philippine Islands” in such a way as to exclude South Korea, making clear 
that “so far as the military security of other areas in the Pacifi c is concerned, 
it must be clear that no person can guarantee these areas against military at-
tack.” He saw it “a mistake . . . in considering Pacifi c and Far Eastern problems 
to become obsessed with military considerations.” Acheson also asserted the 
symbiotic nature of Chinese and American interests and attacked Russia for 
“detaching the northern provinces of China from China and . . . attaching 
them to the Soviet Union.” In a blatant appeal to Chinese nationalism, he 
referred to Outer Mongolia as a former possession—the implication being that 
Washington might recognize it as such, which Moscow could not and would 
not do—and suggested that the fate of Inner Mongolia and Sinkiang would 
be similar. Acheson reassured Beijing that Washington would reject “foolish 
adventures” advocated by some on the grounds that Americans “must not un-
dertake to defl ect from the Russians to ourselves the righteous anger, and the 
wrath, and the hatred of the Chinese people which must develop.” The stance 
he struck could not be read as anything other than a discreet overture for a new 
relationship with Beijing: “We must take the position we have always taken—
that anyone who violates the integrity of China is the enemy of China and is 
acting contrary to our own interest.”73 The speech was thus carefully crafted to 
provoke problems in relations between Mao and Stalin, and given the underly-
ing tension in relations between the two, it did.

Five days later, on 17 January, Molotov and Vyshinsky went to see Mao and 
proposed that the USSR, the PRC, and Outer Mongolia issue “offi cial state-
ments” denouncing the “shameless lie” issued by Acheson.74 These denuncia-
tions were published on 21 January. Vyshinsky duly issued an offi cial attack on 
Acheson’s “slander.”75 But instead of issuing an offi cial statement, Mao issued a 
lesser declaration under the name Hu Qiaomu, the head of the PRC informa-
tion department; not only that, the condemnation liberally quoted Acheson’s 
allegations and thereby made them freely available to the Chinese population.76 
Mao and Chou—who had arrived in Moscow on 20 January to negotiate the 
treaty of alliance—were then invited in to see Stalin and Molotov, with only the 
interpreters present, for a private meeting.

The atmosphere at this tête-à-tête soon clouded. Shi Zhe, Mao’s interpreter, 
recalls Stalin turning to Molotov, who promptly quizzed Mao about the state-
ment issued and the identity of Hu Qiaomu. Molotov attacked: “The Chinese 
side has failed to act in accordance with what we agreed upon, which is a viola-
tion of our agreement. As a result, China’s statement fails to get the effect as 
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we have expected. . . . To observe what we have promised is an important part 
of our cooperative relationship.” Stalin could therefore sound more moderate, 
though no less offensive: “I believe that we must keep the promise we have 
made, cooperate with each other, and coordinate our steps. This will make us 
more powerful. . . . This is not a big matter. But because we have failed to act in 
accordance with the original arrangement, our steps become confused, leaving 
space for the enemy to maneuver.” The subsequent ride to see Stalin did noth-
ing to ease Mao’s suppressed anger, nor did the ensuing banquet.77

On 30 January, with the Sino-Soviet talks proceeding slowly, Stalin sent via 
Shtykov a reassurance that he understood Kim’s “dissatisfaction,” but that he 
had raised an important proposal requiring serious preparation. “Matters had so 
to be organized that there would be not too great a risk.”78 Kremlin anxiety lest 
word leak out through North Korean indiscretion resulted in a further message 
on 2 February: “Explain to Kim Il Sung that at present the question he wishes 
to discuss with me must remain in confi dence. There is no need to disclose 
it to others in the North Korean leadership, nor to the Chinese comrades.” 
All that had been agreed with Mao in Moscow was to augment military aid to 
Pyongyang.79

After much hard bargaining by Chou, in which Chinese determination to 
sustain a semblance of equality, was strikingly evident (in respect of the Chi-
nese Eastern Railway and control over joint enterprises),80 the alliance was fi -
nally signed on 14 February81 and an exchange of notes abrogating the Sino-
Soviet treaty of 1945. Mao left Moscow three days later, his basic task achieved. 
To the outer world China and the USSR were now as one. Yet those privy to 
the actual state of relations understood that this was inherently an unstable 
relationship. In talks with Liu, Stalin had earlier undertaken that all Soviet 
intelligence agents in China make themselves known to the authorities.82 This 
was confi rmed in Moscow during the alliance negotiations. Yet, as Mao told 
Soviet ambassador Pavel Yudin in October 1957, “intelligence operations were 
conducted.” Indeed, Roshchin (GRU) recruited at least one foreign service of-
fi cial, who came to Chou En-lai to inform him of the fact.83

ATTACK

From 30 March to 25 April Kim and his delegation stayed in Moscow to 
plan the attack on the South. At these talks, to which China was not invited 
and about which they were never consulted, Stalin said that in extremis Bei-
jing could help Kim with their own forces. The Americans had retreated from 
China and would not dare fi ght the People’s Republic. Moreover, with the 
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conclusion of the Sino-Soviet treaty Washington was in even less of a position 
to crush communism in Asia. Within the United States, Stalin asserted, the 
dominant sentiment was to stay out of Korea because the USSR had become an 
atomic power (the bomb was tested at the end of August). Nevertheless, he in-
sisted that they had to be absolutely sure Washington would not get involved.84 
What Stalin did not add was that although he had the bomb, there was as yet no 
means of delivery. It was also essential to have support from Beijing.

Kim argued that Washington would not risk being drawn into a major war 
faced, as it was, with a Sino-Soviet alliance. He also argued that China would 
help even to the point of sending in troops. But Stalin warned Kim that he 
should not count on direct participation from the USSR.85 Not until 14 May 
did Stalin inform Mao that execution of the plans in train would depend upon 
Beijing’s approval (sought by Pyongyang), and even this was prompted by news 
that Kim was arranging a meeting with the Chinese.86 Mao approved the plans 
but offered his own advice, stemming from his civil war strategy, not to concen-
trate the attack on the cities. He also expressed concern lest Washington send 
in Japanese forces. The presence of such troops, he warned, could extend the 
confl ict; and even the Americans themselves might get involved.87 Kim rashly 
dismissed such fears out of hand.88 It should at this point have been apparent 
to all that China was scarcely 100 percent behind the war and that its complete 
support was a matter of doubt.

Kim informed Moscow on 27 May that he preferred to invade at the end of 
June for two reasons: fi rst, military preparations would become apparent if they 
delayed any longer; and, second, the rainy season began in July. Shtykov spoke 
to those Soviet generals advising the Koreans, Vasil’ev and Postnikov. They took 
a dim view of the likelihood that the armies would be fully ready by then.89 All 
the Soviet armaments arrived by the end of May, by which time the plan of 
attack detailed by the Koreans in conjunction with Vasil’ev was in his hands.90 
The fi nal plan was completed only on 15 June. The attack would take place 
nine days later. It must have disturbed Moscow to learn at the last minute of 
a request for landing craft manned by Russians to enable an encirclement of 
enemy forces from east and west.91

Mao was reluctant to have an offi cial summit with Kim if war were immi-
nent.92 Nevertheless Kim arrived in Beijing on 13 May. The war was an im-
mediate prospect, but Mao treated with some caution the assertion that Stalin 
approved an invasion but expressed his full support when assured that this was 
correct. A full discussion between Mao and Kim took place two days later. Al-
though supportive in principle, Mao expressed concern lest Japanese forces 
(which did not offi cially exist) be sent in by Washington along with US troops. 
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Kim insisted the United States showed no sign of readiness to fi ght in the Far 
East, adding that just as they left China without fi ghting, they were also proving 
cautious in Korea.93 Mao warned: “Should the Americans leave and the Japa-
nese not turn up, in this situation we would not advise the Korean comrades 
to undertake an attack on South Korea, but to wait for more suitable circum-
stances because in the course of this offensive MacArthur could swiftly deliver 
Japanese units and weapons to Korea.”94 Mao was very nearly entirely correct.

The attack took the South by surprise on Sunday 25 June at 4.00 a.m. Korean 
time with an artillery barrage. And aside from a general warning from the US 
army that military action was a possibility, intelligence was unprepared for what 
followed.95 Two hours later infantry and tanks crossed the 38th parallel from 
the North into Ongjin near Kaesong and Chunchon while landings were made 
along the coast. Truman was at home in Independence, Missouri. On receiv-
ing the news of this “all out offensive” by telegram that evening (still Saturday, 
US time) between 10.00 and 10.30 p.m., Acheson immediately telephoned the 
president.96 By the following evening Truman was back for a meeting with the 
secretaries of state and defense and the Joint Chiefs of Staff on the Korean 
situation. By then Acheson had persuaded the UN Security Council to adopt 
a resolution condemning North Korea and calling for immediate withdrawal 
to the 38th parallel. It passed without opposition, Yugoslavia abstaining. The 
Soviet representative was not present, at Stalin’s stubborn insistence, because 
the UN refused to recognize Communist China. Thus Washington had a free 
hand. General Omar Bradley “said that Russia is not yet ready for war” and 
that the “Korean situation offered as good an occasion for action in drawing 
the line as anywhere else.” He also “said we should act under the guise of 
aid to the United Nations.” Admiral Sherman echoed these sentiments, saying 
“that the Russians do not want war now but if they do they will have it. The pres-
ent situation in Korea offers a valuable opportunity for us to act.” Only General 
Vandenberg said “he would not base our action on the assumption that the 
Russians would not fi ght.”97

At this stage Truman held back MacArthur’s forces in Japan until it was clear 
to all that North Korea had ignored the Security Council resolution. Finally on 
Monday, 26 June, he issued a statement to the effect that “the United States will 
vigorously support the effort of the Council to terminate this serious breach of 
the peace.”98 Up to this point US action against the North Koreans by air and 
sea had been restricted to avoid combat. That evening at a further session with 
Truman, Acheson argued and received agreement for “an all-out order . . . to 
the Navy and Air Force to waive all restrictions on their operations in Korea 
and to offer the fullest possible support to the South Korean forces, attacking 

.
 

$
 

 



 On the Offensive in Asia  129

tanks, guns, columns, etc., of the North Korean forces.” This was to be done 
exclusively south of the 38th parallel. When Truman said no action was to be 
taken north of the line, he also added “not yet.” These decisions were taken 
in the knowledge that State had prepared a second UN resolution and that 
it counted on full support. Acheson “noted that even the Swedes were now 
supporting us.”99 The resolution duly passed by the Security Council on 27 
June recommended that North Korea having failed to comply with the previous 
resolution, “the Members of the United Nations furnish such assistance to the 
Republic of Korea as may be necessary to repel the armed attack and to restore 
inter national peace and security in the area.”100 MacArthur simultaneously es-
tablished a command post in Seoul.

Stalin now realized his mistake in boycotting the Security Council to force 
the diplomatic recognition of Communist China. Permanent representative 
Malik returned early July to block progress. The Americans then moved to the 
General Assembly, where they commanded an automatic majority. It issued 
the “Uniting for Peace” resolution, and in so doing circumvented the Soviet 
veto effectively ignored the UN charter. Stalin had long before become con-
cerned lest the North held back from completing its mission. On 1 July he 
telegraphed Shtykov that he had heard nothing about current plans of the Ko-
rean command. Were they going to continue the advance or had they decided 
to call a halt where they were? “In our opinion,” he advised, “the attack must 
unquestionably be continued and the sooner South Korea is liberated, the less 
the chances of intervention.” Stalin also wanted to know how the North was 
responding to US air attacks behind the 38th parallel.101 Shtykov immediately 
saw Kim, who not only asked for more munitions but also attempted to fi nd out 
whether Moscow would intervene more directly.102

On 8 July Kim asked Stalin for permission to make use of twenty-fi ve to thirty-
fi ve Soviet military advisers at the front because of the shortage of skilled per-
sonnel. But Stalin was extremely reluctant to risk Soviet personnel falling into 
American hands. At the same time, in spite of the diffi culties that Pyongyang 
was increasingly meeting, Kim dismissed out of hand Britain’s proposal that 
he withdraw behind the parallel to speed a peaceful resolution of the confl ict. 
Stalin intended to give the perverse reply that “the Korean question has become 
too complicated after armed foreign intervention and that such a complex ques-
tion could be resolved only by the Security Council with the participation with 
the USSR and China and with the Korean representatives called in so that their 
opinion can be heard.”103 As the situation worsened, however, the North began 
to lose its nerve. Stalin tried to reassure Pyongyang. On 28 August he sent his 
congratulations, saying that there were allies who would assist them and that 

.
 

$
 

 



130 On the Offensive in Asia 

the situation during the allied war of intervention in Russia in 1919 had been a 
good deal worse.104

MacArthur’s bold and successful landing at Inchon on 15 September made 
possible by breaking enemy codes and ciphers spliced the armies of the North; 
the worst fears on the Communist side were now realized. Three days later the 
Soviet ambassador and two military advisers were called in to see Chou. Chou 
asked if they were aware of the landing and went on to complain that Pyong-
yang left Beijing uninformed. The North Koreans had never even replied to a 
Chinese request to send military observers from their frontier regions.105 At this 
stage Beijing was fairly sanguine that Washington might seek compromise to 
avoid an extended war. This is certainly what Mao told Pavel Yudin. Yudin was 
in Beijing to edit Mao’s works, but he also acted as an unoffi cial emissary for 
Stalin.106 The conversation took place on 22 September.

Moscow, on the other hand, had become seriously alarmed at MacArthur’s 
thrust and warned Kim to withdraw at least four divisions northward to avoid 
being cut off from the rear. The fi rst and second army groups disobeyed Kim’s 
orders to retreat, with disastrous consequences. Stalin was probably as much 
alarmed at Chinese sangfroid as he was at the circumstances in which the 
North Koreans now found themselves. And since he had no intention of di-
rectly embroiling Soviet forces in the confl ict, he now worked hard to get China 
involved.

Like a rabbit hypnotized in the middle of the road by the lights of oncoming 
traffi c, Pyongyang now panicked. Not merely were its forces being sliced in two 
but US air power was bringing home the war to those who had launched it. At 
Moscow’s instruction Marshal Vasil’evsky fi nalized a plan for the deployment of 
Soviet air force squadrons primarily to defend Pyongyang and other cities and 
communications from air attack.107 Indeed, the situation deteriorated to the 
point where on 29 September Shtykov asked Moscow for the evacuation of the 
majority of advisers and embassy personnel from North Korea.108 The following 
day Kim wrote to Stalin: “We cannot but ask for special assistance from you. 
In other words at the moment hostile forces cross the 38th parallel we will very 
much need direct military aid from the Soviet Union.”109

CHINA CROSSES THE YALU

From a datcha in distant Sochi on 1 October Stalin sent an urgent dispatch 
calling on China to send in fi ve to six divisions immediately to hold back the 
American advance and allow North Korea to pull in reserves behind them. 
“The Chinese divisions could take the form of volunteers, of course, with Chi-
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nese commanders in charge.”110 Replying two days later Mao said China had 
originally thought of sending in volunteers when “the enemy” breached the 
38th parallel. “However, thinking matters through, we now consider that this 
kind of action could prompt the most serious consequences.” Several divisions 
would be insuffi cient. Not only was China no match for the Americans—“the 
enemy might force us to retreat”—but “it is most likely that it would precipitate 
an open confl ict between the United States and China, as a consequence of 
which the Soviet Union also might be drawn into war, and thereby become a 
question of great moment.” Many comrades, he emphasized, considered that 
caution was required. He also added that an open confl ict with the United 
States threatened to wreck the plan for peaceful construction at home and that 
the people needed more time to recover from the strains of war. Mao did, how-
ever, emphasize that a fi nal decision had yet to be taken and that an expanded 
plenum of the Central Committee would meet to discuss the matter.111

Roshchin reported that he had no idea what had shifted opinion in Beijing: 
possibly the Anglo-American soundings through Nehru warning against disas-
ter.112 In a gloomy state of mind, on 5 October the Politburo took a decision 
to withdraw from North Korea some of its advisers and employees.113 Stalin 
steadfastly held to the view that “the USA, as the Korean events have shown, 
is not ready at present for a big war.” This had consistently been his view since 
1945 yet doubtless said at this point to encourage Mao into battle. As was the 
assurance that “the USA will be obliged to concede on the Korean question 
to China, behind which stands its ally the USSR, and will agree to such con-
ditions for the regulation of the Korean question that would be favorable to 
Korea, and which would not give enemies the possibility of transforming Korea 
into its place d’armes.” “For the same reasons,” Stalin continued, “the USA will 
be obliged not only to renounce Taiwan but also renounce a separate peace 
with the Japanese reactionaries, renounce the restoration of Japanese imperi-
alism and the transformation of Japan into its place d’armes in the Far East.” 
But, Stalin insisted, “China cannot receive these concessions as a result of pas-
sive temporizing.” Even if the Americans ended up causing a great war “from 
prestige,” the USSR and China together were stronger than the United States 
and Britain, the only capitalist states that counted. “If war is inevitable,” Stalin 
boasted, “then let it be now and not after a few years when Japanese militarism 
is restored as an ally of the USA and when the USA and Japan have a place 
d’armes ready on the continent in the form of Li Syn Man’s Korea.”114

The pressure continued. But Stalin seemed to be getting nowhere. On 12 Oc-
tober he told Kim: “The Chinese have again refused to send forces. In this con-
nection you must evacuate North Korea and move Korean forces northwards.”115 
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A day later the message was further reinforced: “We consider the continuation 
of resistance pointless. The Chinese comrades refuse to participate militarily. 
In these circumstances, you will have to prepare full evacuation to China or 
the USSR.” The message came as a shock to the North Korean leadership; they 
nonetheless agreed to set about planning the evacuation.116 But no sooner had 
spirits reached their lowest point than a further telegram completely altered the 
situation. Yudin reported a conversation with Mao. The Central Committee 
had again discussed the matter and had fi nally decided on military assistance.117 
What made the decisive difference was the Soviet commitment to Chou in 
Moscow that Russia would provide air support (a promise they promptly re-
neged on once China went in).

Stalin’s war by proxy against the West in Korea came to have catastrophic 
results for Sino-American relations and did no small damage to Korea itself. 
Whether intended or not, the war tied Beijing to Moscow until the armistice 
at Panmunjon on 27 July 1953. Thereafter China remained alienated from the 
United States for nearly two decades, despite falling out with Russia in the early 
1960s. The Korean War thus worked to Moscow’s advantage despite ending 
in stalemate. The Sino-Soviet alliance held together for negative rather than 
positive reasons, although the underlying friction between Beijing and Moscow 
was barely concealed beneath the surface of comradeship, even in war. Late 
in the autumn of 1950 Sir Gladwyn Jebb, Britain’s permanent representative to 
the UN, gave a ride to Malik, his Soviet counterpart, after a cocktail party. “On 
the way,” Jebb recalls, “he [Malik] expanded at length on the tendency of the 
Chinese to regard all foreigners as devils, not only those who ‘come by sea’ but 
also those who ‘come by land’ as well.”118 It proved greatly to the disadvantage 
of the United States not to recognize and act on this truth as the shortsighted 
policy of the incoming Eisenhower administration was to demonstrate.
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5

THAW

It would be a pity if a sudden frost nipped spring in the bud, or if this could be 
alleged, even if there was no real spring.

—Winston Churchill

Stalin died on 5 March at 9:50 p.m., sprawled across a sofa bed in the big hall 
at the “near” datcha within the Moscow suburb of Kuntsevskaya, Volynskaya or, 
to the security organs, “Object 001.” He had lost consciousness four days earlier; 
it is reported that no one dared approach because of previous false alarms that 
had aroused his fury.1 The doctors had fi nally arrived at 7:00 a.m. on 2 March. 
His condition was “extremely serious”: a brain hemorrhage on top of hyper-
tension and general arteriosclerosis.2 Survival appeared unlikely.

If the Cold War could be attributed largely to the person of Stalin, now an 
end to it could have been expected. “After the death of Stalin our country un-
derwent a serious test,” Khrushchev said later.3 Stalin never believed his suc-
cessors would be able to cope. He scorned their chances of survival: “When I 
die,” Stalin admonished them, “you will perish; the enemy will smother you as 
they would partridges.”4 It may be hard to see his successors as almost tame, un-
intelligent and overfed birds, but perhaps in comparison with the big boss they 
were. “Right up to his death Stalin tried to convince us that we, his fellow Po-
litburo members, were worthless people, that we would not be capable of with-
standing the forces of imperialism, that at the fi rst personal contact we would 
not know how to be worthy of representing our country and how to defend its 
interests,” recalled Khrushchev.5 Stalin “underestimated people who worked 
around him. We had nothing to do with foreign policy. Only he and Molotov 
handled that.” Khrushchev claims he himself “didn’t even see the documents.”6 
Indeed, at Politburo meetings Stalin wandered the room smoking his pipe 
while members argued out a foreign policy issue, then on occasion turned and 
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stopped in front of Khrushchev to ask what “our Mikita” thought, prompting 
smiles and chuckles—the very idea of which seemed comical.7 Not surpris-
ingly, Khrushchev recalled, when Stalin died it was “a very hard time” for those 
remaining.8

HOW MUCH CHANGE?

Stalin’s dominance had also blocked any prospect of détente, having extended 
communism across one-third of the world’s surface. His role in the emergence 
of the Cold War was freely acknowledged within the leadership. “Stalin did 
not always approach an evaluation of the international situation soberly; he 
overestimated the role of our armed forces,” Khrushchev noted.9 Both he and 
Mikoyan recalled that Stalin also “changed greatly in the latter years of his 
life, becoming more suspicious and intolerable [intolerant?].”10 Deputy Chair-
man of the Council of Ministers Maxim Saburov, a Party member from 1920, 
commented that “in the postwar period they [Stalin and Molotov] ruined rela-
tions with all nations.” “We lost a great deal from a stupid policy (the war with 
Finland, Korea, Berlin),” he added.11 Defense Minister Nikolai Bulganin said 
Stalin had spoiled the USSR’s relations with neighbors Turkey and Iran.12 Yet 
criticism remained tactical rather than strategic, marginal rather than funda-
mental. Moreover, Stalin’s legacy also meant that his successors felt pressured 
to disprove by example his accusations of weakness. This necessarily meant 
standing up to the West. Doing so in the Eisenhower-Dulles era when Ameri-
cans were fi ercely anticommunist and possessed strategic military supremacy 
was, however, even less likely to succeed than under Truman. The omens were 
thus not good.

Since the Cold War began over Stalin’s threat to the balance of Europe, his 
death raised the possibility of resolving the German problem. But the Cold War 
was not so simply packaged. It represented two confl icts confl ated into one; 
and the second element, the global ideological struggle between the United 
States and USSR, ran along a dynamic entirely of its own to which even Stalin 
had had to adjust. The threat to the balance of Europe had been accelerated 
if not originally prompted by Stalin’s abiding concern to preempt US global 
dominance. Stalin’s line also stemmed from a dangerous and visceral senti-
ment epitomized in Molotov but shared by his successors that somehow victory 
in World War II gave Moscow the moral right to determine the fate of Europe 
unilaterally. Moreover, when in 1945–46 the West was ready for accommoda-
tion to settle the affairs of Europe, Stalin had held to unilateral expansion at the 
expense of his neighbors. Now, with Stalin gone and the Kremlin apparently 
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more willing to deal, Western resolve, itself a consequence of Soviet obduracy 
but reinforced by ignorance, was not easily abated.

Eisenhower’s administration had come to power in January 1953 on a wave 
of anticommunist sentiment that held policy hostage not merely on China but 
also on the USSR. “Rollback” was a Republican election slogan and the policy 
adopted, albeit cautiously, in the years to come. Senators William Knowland, 
Styles Bridges, and Joseph McCarthy rose to toast the Chinese Nationalists with 
the slogan “Back to the mainland.”13 Doctrinal assumptions were, however, 
fi rmly underpinned by interests. To have accepted the potential for change in 
Moscow would have jeopardized German rearmament, were reunifi cation on 
offer in return for renunciation of NATO membership. The plain fact was that 
the Eisenhower administration had no interest in détente.

The degree to which American thinking had become warlike in reaction to 
strategic intelligence assessments that were little more than guesses even before 
the Korean War illustrates the dangers that the Kremlin now faced with Stalin’s 
demise. On 29 April 1950 General George Kenney of the USAF wrote to Chief 
of Staff Hoyt Vandenberg: “By all previous defi nitions, we are now in a state of 
war with Russia. Whether we call it a cold war or apply any other term, we are 
not winning. We are not seriously mobilizing to start winning or to undertake 
the offensive between now and mid-summer 1952. When a state of war exists, 
it is not necessary to tell out opponent what our next move is going to be. It 
seems to me,” he concluded, “that almost any analysis of the situation shows 
that the only way that we can be certain of winning is to take the offensive as 
soon as possible and hit Russia hard enough to at least prevent her from taking 
over Europe.”14

A further problem arose in that the “early days of the new Eisenhower admin-
istration represented the blackest period for U.S. intelligence on Soviet forces 
and strategic capabilities.”15 In the absence of adequate secret intelligence, a 
tendency had entrenched itself to exaggerate Soviet strength and willpower. 
Russia was reaping what it had sown by concealing so completely its serious 
vulnerabilities from prying eyes. Yet important though lack of direct access was, 
even where expertise existed—analysts within CIA; Bohlen and Louis Joxe, his 
French counterpart in Moscow; Robert Conquest in Whitehall; and journalists 
like the Marxist Isaac Deutscher—it was carelessly tossed aside. The line that 
nothing substantial would change because nothing substantial could change 
thus became something of a self-fulfi lling prophecy. The doctrine of totalitari-
anism refurbished at Harvard by Carl Friedrich and the ambitious young Zbig-
niew Brzezinski, just when some argued it was reaching its sell-by date in 1956, 
was a lesson too recently learned to be casually abandoned.16
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SUCCESSION

On the eve of Stalin’s death, 4–5 March, Malenkov had already emerged 
as the leading fi gure in the Kremlin, initially as both leading Party secretary 
and Chairman of the Council of Ministers. Short—only about fi ve feet four 
inches—eunuch-like, plump, fl abby, with a full head of dark hair, a cherubic 
but sallow complexion and an expressive face with fi ner features than those 
of his colleagues, Georgii (“Yegor”) Maximilianovich Malenkov was born in 
Orenburg on 8 January 1902.17 Malenkov’s father was from the hereditary nobil-
ity, of Macedonian descent, who had served as colonel in the tsar’s army. He 
married a blacksmith’s daughter and was as a consequence alienated from the 
family. Thus when Maximilian died of pneumonia, leaving the children be-
hind, Malenkov’s mother had to work hard as a midwife to sustain the family. 
Malenkov joined the Bolsheviks in the civil war, entered the Party in 1920, took 
higher education on demobilization, but was recruited to serve in the Central 
Committee apparatus before completing his degree. Here he became a techni-
cal secretary to the Politburo before being assigned a senior job in the Mos-
cow Party. Malenkov worked closely with secret police chief Yezhov from 1936. 
Yezhov was eventually arrested in Malenkov’s own offi ce when Beria became 
head of the secret police. Malenkov was elected to the Central Committee on 
22 March 1939, becoming a secretary, member of the organization bureau, and 
head of the personnel directorate.18 On 18 March 1946 he joined the Politburo. 
A setback arose on 6 May: on the grounds of faults in the aviation industry, for 
which he had been in theory responsible, Malenkov was suddenly demoted, a 
position not restored until 1 July 1948 when he outmaneuvered rival Zhdanov 
who fell into disgrace for being too lenient over rebel Yugoslavia. After Zhdanov 
died, Malenkov never looked back.

Following Molotov’s removal from the Foreign Ministry, Malenkov effectively 
became second secretary to Stalin. He therefore held the reins of power on Sta-
lin’s death. “At that time Malenkov was the main fi gure” despite never having 
actually headed a Party organization, Molotov complained.19 At the Central 
Committee plenum on 14 March 1953, however, Malenkov offered to relin-
quish one of his two positions. He stepped down as the senior Party secretary 
while retaining chairmanship of the Council of Ministers. And as chairman 
he also continued to chair meetings of the Party Presidium (Politburo) as had 
Lenin, Rykov, Molotov, and Stalin before him. Even though no longer Party 
secretary he also continued—until September—to control the Party secretari-
at.20 So he had every reason for believing himself secure. Yet Malenkov had 
been nominated by the one man all others feared equally: chief of the secret 
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police, the sinister Beria.21 And the semi-literate Nikita Khrushchev, thus far 
much underestimated, though a member of the Presidium, continued as Party 
secretary but now chaired meetings of the secretariat.

The son of a Mingrelian peasant, who sacrifi ced much for his son’s educa-
tion, Beria was born near Sukhumi in Abkhazia on 29 March 1899. He was 
“rather a stout man, with a fl eshy face and blue ice-cold staring eyes . . . always 
on the alert.”22 Beria once dreamed of becoming an architect and was a pass-
able artist. After technical education, however, he was rapidly drawn into the 
secret police in 1921 where his analytical mind was put to ruthless work. He was 
good at the job. Within three years he was deputy head of the Cheka in Geor-
gia. Head of the NKVD from 24 November 1938, Beria moved to become chief 
of strategic intelligence during World War II. From 20 August 1945 he chaired 
a special committee supervising the atomic bomb project.23 His path to power 
paralleled that of Malenkov in the latter phases, becoming a Politburo member 
at the very same time on 18 March 1946.24 More than that: “Malenkov and Beria 
appeared to be great friends,” Molotov noted;25 Malenkov, he pointed out in 
1955, had been “tied to that rascal Beria for a decade.”26

Just hours before Stalin’s death, at 8:00 p.m. on 5 March, a joint meeting of 
the Central Committee in plenum, the Council of Ministers, and the Presid-
ium of the Supreme Soviet gathered for a forty-minute meeting to rubber-stamp 
what had been agreed in an informal gathering of the old guard in the room 
above Stalin. At that gathering, and to the astonishment of all, Malenkov and 
Beria suddenly appeared with “pre-prepared suggestions, Central Committee 
declarations, proposals for the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet—the compo-
sition of the government, heads of government, ministries.”27 This included 
Malenkov’s appointment as chairman of the Council of Ministers. Malenkov, 
Beria, and Khrushchev were to take charge of Stalin’s papers, both current and 
past.28

The preeminence of Malenkov was bound to cause alarm sooner or later 
because he seemed infi nitely pliable. Not a natural leader, by nature a trimmer, 
he was viewed by Molotov as bereft of ideology: “very active, lively, evasive. On 
key questions he fell silent.”29 He was “not . . . independent-minded.”30 Mikoyan 
also believed “Malenkov was a weak-willed individual.”31 He had two pejorative 
nicknames: “tumbleweed”32 (according to Khrushchev) and “telephone man”33 
(according to Molotov). “He’s a clerk,” Khrushchev scoffed, quoting Stalin. “He 
can compose a resolution quickly, not always himself, but he can organize peo-
ple. He can do it faster and better than others, but he is not capable of any kind 
of independent thought or independent initiative.”34 Malenkov’s repetition at 
a Kremlin banquet of the phrase “Terpeniya, terpeniya i terpeniya” (patience, 
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patience, and again patience) epitomized his approach to politics.35 Clearly, 
this was not a man with the strength of character to set post-Stalinist Russia on 
a new course.

No one disputed Malenkov’s intelligence, however. Indeed, Bohlen was 
pleased that “he at least seemed to perceive our position and, while he did not 
agree with it, I felt he understood it. With other leaders, [however,] particularly 
Khrushchev, there was no meeting point, no common language. Like trains on 
parallel tracks, we went right by each other.”36 The obvious danger, though, was 
that the impressionable Malenkov would do Beria’s bidding and before long 
the rest of the leadership would face an untimely end. After the death of Stalin, 
Beria set up a special group, headed by his assistant Mamulov, charged with 
the preparation of “an agenda for initiatives.”37 He thus showed an unhealthy 
eagerness to lead on policy, though later the plea came that he was merely act-
ing like the others. “I, also, like all of you tried to bring forward proposals to the 
Presidium directed toward the correct resolution of questions such as on Korea 
and Germany. Replies to Eisenhower and Churchill, the Turkish and Iranian 
questions, etc.”38 Molotov concurred: Beria was “a very able man possibly”; 
however, he wanted “to make decisions along his own lines.”39 Doubtless the 
defection of Burgess and Maclean from Britain in May 1951 made available a 
great deal of information about the substance as well as the making of British 
and American policy toward the USSR. It also provided a unique source of ad-
vice upon which the post-Stalin policies could be based.40 What is surprising, 
however, is how little constructive use was made of them in the Khrushchev era 
or, indeed, thereafter.

Initially Khrushchev “befriended Beria and Malenkov.”41 Indeed, Mikoyan 
remembered his recurrent anxiety at seeing the three of them leave at the 
end of each day closeted at the back of Beria’s car in deep discussion. It was 
only later and to their surprise that the others learned how greatly Khrushchev 
feared Beria and how determined he was to dispose of him once and for all.42 
Born in the Kursk region—the Don basin—on 17 April 1894, a member of the 
Party from 1918, Khrushchev rose rapidly through the ranks during Stalin’s ter-
ror.43 He stood at a mere fi ve feet four inches (all Stalin’s lieutenants had to 
be smaller than his fi ve feet six inches) but weighed around 220 pounds with a 
49-inch waist, protruding ears, and several chins. He had kidney problems, liver 
problems, and high blood pressure and, typically, ignored doctors just as he was 
to ignore most other professional advice.44

“One can never forget that tubby little fi gure,” recalled ambassador Sir 
Humphrey Trevelyan, “showing on his face the emotions of the moment, 
either happy, amused and showing off or bored and depressed, waddling 

.
 

$
 

 



 Thaw 139

into a party with supreme self-confi dence. And when he let himself go even 
Mrs. Khrushchev was heard to remark that she wished he would stop.”45 A mem-
ber of the Central Committee from 10 February 1934, Khrushchev joined the 
Politburo as a nonvoting member at the height of the terror on 14 February 1938, 
becoming a full member from 22 March 1939 and a secretary of the Central 
Committee on 16 October 1952. He never succeeded in learning how to write. 
Former chairman of the KGB Semichastny recalled that he could not even put 
decisions on paper. The only item in his own hand was his signature; even the 
word “agreed” was recorded by aides.46 Khrushchev did, however, learn to read 
fl uently.47 “This was a man of natural talents,” refl ected Mikoyan, “who can 
be compared to a diamond in the rough. In spite of his very limited education 
he quickly caught the point; he learned quickly. He had leadership qualities: 
persistence, unyielding in pursuit of his objectives, courage and readiness to go 
against convention. Granted, he was inclined to extremes. . . . Attracted to a 
new idea, he knew no limit, didn’t want to listen to anyone and drove ahead like 
a tank.”48 Their relationship grew when Khrushchev took on board the need for 
de-Stalinization, a policy originating with Malenkov but backed by Mikoyan.

A slim build, his swarthy face dominated by a powerful-looking hooked nose, 
bridged by glittering dark eyes, a Hitler moustache, and a cleft chin, Mikoyan 
was a man widely acknowledged to have great ability; uniquely within the So-
viet leadership he had an instinctive understanding of international relations, 
though still recognizably a Leninist. He was undoubtedly the best foreign min-
ister Moscow never had. “Diplomacy is a means that must be deployed across 
the board,” he argued, largely in vain.49 Born on 25 November 1895, into a 
working-class household in the village of Sanain, Allahverdi, now part of Ar-
menia, like Stalin Mikoyan received his education in a seminary and even ad-
vanced from secondary level to the theological academy. He was, however, a 
member of the Party from 1915 and served with the Red Army from its formation 
in 1918. Mikoyan became part of the Central Committee early, from 26 April 
1923, a candidate member of the Politburo on 19 December 1927, but not a 
voting member until 22 March 1939. His expertise was foreign trade and light 
industry, both low priorities on the Stalinist list and therefore politically a safe 
cul-de-sac that kept him out of the cemetery. A survivor par excellence—Stalin 
used to joke that for some reason only hinted at he was the only Baku commis-
sar left alive by a British-sponsored fi ring squad—Mikoyan nonetheless openly 
sympathized with Litvinov’s pro-British foreign policy (along with Voroshilov) 
as against Molotov’s German preferences in the 1930s.50

Mikoyan and Beria had worked together in their youth. “They hated one 
another,” says Molotov, invariably correct on such matters.51 “After the death of 
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Stalin,” Molotov recalls, “[Mikoyan] became strongly linked to Khrushchev.”52 
But this was by no means happened immediately after Stalin’s death. Mikoyan 
was well aware that “at fi rst Khrushchev had little ability in foreign policy but 
he quickly mastered it.”53 And US intelligence later concluded that in foreign 
affairs “Mikoyan appears to have been the originator of his [Khrushchev’s] prin-
cipal concepts.”54 But the relationship grew only once Malenkov’s star visibly 
faded in the autumn of 1954. It was then increasingly reinforced by Molotov’s 
stubborn if not obtuse resistance to foreign policy initiatives in 1955.

Not all ran smoothly, however. Mikoyan’s younger son notes that his father 
and Khrushchev developed a “curious relationship. They were friends, but 
Khrushchev was envious of my father’s background and education.”55 More-
over, Mikoyan recalled it “diffi cult to imagine just how careless and disloyal to 
people Khrushchev could be. . . . He was jealous of me; he frequently attacked 
me. . . . I wasn’t silent on any issue. I never engaged in intrigue but argued 
openly. . . . This made him angry.” At least twice Mikoyan nearly resigned: 
fi rst, over the occupation of Hungary in 1956 after he had negotiated a peaceful 
solution; second, over the ultimatum on Berlin in 1958.56 But though clearly 
irritated by Mikoyan’s obvious intellectual superiority, Khrushchev valued his 
“penetrating intelligence” and his “ability to generalize from facts. It was in-
teresting to exchange ideas with him,” Khrushchev noted, “and at other times 
argue about international affairs and domestic problems.”57 In the end, Khrush-
chev could not do without him. It was like Stalin and Molotov in the latter days: 
complementarity rather than similarity with an undertone of rivalry.

Restored to the Foreign Ministry, now inhabiting a Stalinist gothic skyscraper 
towering over Smolenskaya Square, in his early sixties Molotov proved “inca-
pable of innovation.”58 “After Stalin they [Malenkov, Beria, Khrushchev, and 
Mikoyan] tried to break our policy,” Molotov recalls.59 The claims made by 
Alexandrov-Agentov, later Brezhnev’s senior foreign policy aide, that it would 
be “unjust to present Molotov’s actions in this period as unremittingly conserva-
tive and opposed to fl exibility (as it was in the Austrian and Yugoslav questions 
and certain others)” lacks credibility, not least because the only instances he 
cites of Molotov’s initiatives are the amelioration of relations with Iran (Molotov 
anyway never approved of Stalin’s expansionism to the south) and the Korean 
truce, which Stalin had opposed for fear of admitting he had been wrong in 
going ahead with the invasion of South Korea.60

The Soviet leadership was thus in some disarray while Molotov obdurately 
refused to turn back the Stalinist wheel. Malenkov refl ected a pervasive anxiety 
when he said that on Stalin’s death “the whole of the world hostile to us counted 
on a struggle within the leadership of our C[entral] C[ommittee].”61 Defense 
Minister Bulganin recalled that “in the last years before Stalin’s death we faced 
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a very serious international situation. In relations with the Western Powers and 
[sic] the USA we were on the verge of war.”62 This is a claim repeated by First 
Deputy Foreign Minister Vasily Kuznetsov.63

NATO PARALYZED

Ironically at a time when Russia was nervous of exposing differences to 
NATO, now a full-fl edged organization, the West was also paralyzed by the 
thought of dropping its guard vis-à-vis Moscow. Stalin had done all he dared 
to overturn German rearmament with the proposal for neutralization and re-
unifi cation on 10 March 1952. It served a double purpose: fi rst, in purporting 
to render rearmament unnecessary; and second, in reminding the troublesome 
and headstrong Walter Ulbricht that he and his regime were ultimately dispens-
able.64 On 2 April Stalin told East German leaders “that, whatever proposals on 
the German question we may bring forward, the Western Powers will not come 
to an understanding and in any event will never leave West Germany. To think 
that a compromise will result or that the Americans will accept the draft of a 
peace treaty is to make a mistake. The Americans need an army in Germany to 
keep Western Europe in their hands.” They had “Adenauer in their pocket.” He 
did not want the East Germans heralding socialism. That would continue to be 
built economically but under “a mask” so as “not to scare off the middle strata 
in West Germany.” Stalin summed it up: “In the beginning was the fact, and 
then came the word.” Instead “the propagation of German unity must be con-
tinued the whole time”; that has great signifi cance for those in West Germany. 
“Now that you have these weapons in your hands, you must keep it in your 
hands the whole time.” “We will go further in making proposals for the unity of 
Germany to expose the Americans.”65

Even though the West demonstrated in the subsequent “battle of the notes” 
that Moscow had no real interest in delivering on this promise, it feared any ap-
peasement given the credulity of public opinion founded on fears of Germany 
rearmed. The United States fi nally induced France into signing up to the Eu-
ropean Defense Community (EDC) on 26 May 1952. It did so by offering fi nan-
cial aid, continued backing for colonial wars in Indochina and North Africa, 
and a more prominent role in NATO decision making. Thereafter, however, 
Paris hesitated to bring forward ratifi cation in the face of Gaullist opposition 
and from fear of having to depend on the socialists as a quid pro quo to muster 
suffi cient votes in parliament.66

On Stalin’s death the fate of the EDC thus still hung in the balance. The 
rapid emission of overtures from Moscow made all recipients in the West un-
easy, evident at the NATO Council on 24 April 1953. The argument made was 
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to build up greater power as a prelude to some distant negotiation: in short, ne-
gotiation from strength.67 At a special meeting of the National Security Coun-
cil (NSC) on 31 March, Secretary of State Foster Dulles “turned to ways and 
means of ending the peril represented by the Soviet Union. This, he said, could 
be done by inducing the disintegration of Soviet power. This power is already 
overextended and represents tyrannical rule over unwilling peoples. If we keep 
our pressure on, psychological and otherwise,” he continued, “we may either 
force a collapse of the Kremlin regime or else transform the Soviet orbit from 
a union of satellites dedicated to aggression, into a coalition for defense only. 
Of course, said the secretary of state, no one can surely tell, but Stalin’s death 
certainly marked the end of an era. There is no real replacement for Stalin the 
demi-god. The current peace offensive is designed by the Soviets to relieve the 
ever-increasing pressure upon their regime. Accordingly, we must not relax this 
pressure until the Soviets give promise of ending the struggle. The amount of 
dollars this will take will certainly fl uctuate, but the American effort must not 
now be abandoned.”68

Returned to power on 26 October 1951, Churchill was not entirely alone in 
seeing an opportunity on Stalin’s death.69 But he was isolated in his enthusiasm 
and his determination. “The PM feels that Stalin’s death may lead to a relax-
ation of tension,” Churchill’s doctor noted. “It is an opportunity which will not 
recur and with [Foreign Secretary] Anthony [Eden] away he is sure he can go 
straight head. He seems to think of little else.”70 Eden “did not share the opti-
mism of those who saw in this event an easement of the world’s problems.”71 But 
Eisenhower buried the idea. A summit was not scheduled until January 1954, by 
which time the delicate confi guration of power in the Kremlin had shifted to 
the disadvantage of more thorough-going reform in both domestic and foreign 
policy. The momentum was thus lost. Dulles, Konrad Adenauer, and Molotov 
had won.

DISSOLUTION OF THE GDR?

The only real opportunity to end the European Cold War was unwittingly 
forestalled by a proposal hastily prepared by Beria and Malenkov. The ideas 
behind it had been brewing for months. But its unexpected appearance broke 
the coalition. It had been prompted by fear of collapse in the German Demo-
cratic Republic (GDR.) Under Ulbricht’s utterly unimaginative direction the 
country had taken a leap toward a command economy by forcing the develop-
ment of heavy industry and the collectivization of agriculture at the expense of 
the population’s poor standard of living. This was approved by the Politburo on 
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8 July 1952. The net result was to prompt a wave of refugees—above all the most 
skilled—fl eeing the country through West Berlin. Between January 1951 and 
April 1953 more than 447,000 escaped.72 The regime was in crisis.

Proposals were prepared initially on 18 May 1953 for consideration by the 
Council of Ministers’ committee of three—Molotov, Malenkov, and Beria. In 
drafting the proposals on “Questions about the GDR,” however, Beria—backed 
by the pliant Malenkov—took advantage of the occasion to propose dissolving 
the regime in the GDR: in framing proposals “we should start from the fact 
that the basic reason for the unsatisfactory situation in the GDR is the course, 
mistaken in current circumstances, toward the construction of socialism car-
ried out in the GDR.” Beria went on to suggest they reconsider government 
measures to restrict the activity of capitalist elements in the economy, notably 
in trade and agriculture.73

On receiving his copy, Molotov asked Malenkov whether this meant that 
movement toward the construction of capitalism was correct since “there was 
no other course.” Malenkov’s answer was “I don’t know.” When Beria was asked 
him whether “the course toward forcing the construction of socialism” was 
incorrect, he bluntly retorted, “Of course, it is incorrect; then shall we take 
a course toward capitalism? I agree.”74 At a meeting of the Presidium of the 
Council of Ministers the majority agreed on rejecting plans for socialist con-
struction and agricultural collectivization. At which point Beria then insisted 
on German demilitarization and reunifi cation as a neutral democratic state.75 
This position was shared by Malenkov, who, in the words of his personal as-
sistant Dmitrii Sukhanov, thought that “we have to have a united Germany, 
because Germany divided was fraught with the possibility of confrontation and 
even the possibility of military confl ict.”76 But on the following day Molotov 
proposed changing the phrase about “rejected the course toward socialist con-
struction” and inserting in its place rejection of “a rapid course toward.” This 
would effectively forestall any movement in the direction of reunifi cation.77 All 
other members of the Presidium present led by Molotov expressed their support 
for this. Malenkov fought on,78 but resistance increased, as a result of which 
his authority was badly dented and Beria’s fatally undermined. Kaganovich 
later asked in some alarm: “What would have happened to Czechoslovakia, to 
Hungary, to Poland, had we given up the GDR?”79 Indeed, the entire empire 
would have collapsed sooner rather than later and thereby the very bases for the 
European Cold War.

The Beria-Malenkov proposals thus had every prospect of ending one Cold 
War, though leaving open the question of the other—over global predomi-
nance. But Khrushchev now sided with Molotov. After intense discussion, on 
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2 June 1953 the Council of Ministers chaired by Malenkov resolved on measures 
“to improve the health of the political situation in the GDR.”80 Typically East 
Berlin was told only after the fact. At meetings on 2–4 June, Otto Grotewohl, 
Ulbricht, and others were castigated by Malenkov: “If we don’t correct now, 
a catastrophe will happen. . . . One has to act quickly.”81 The resulting adjust-
ments were too little and came too late. On the morning of 16 June construction 
workers in East Berlin gathered to demonstrate against increased output quotas. 
By the evening larger crowds had formed and stones were thrown at the statue 
to Stalin on Stalinallee at 9:30 p.m. Meanwhile in West Berlin Der Abend 
called for a general strike in the East on seventeenth.82 Strikes and demonstra-
tions followed, resulting in an assault on government buildings. Martial law was 
instituted at 1:00 p.m. that day.83 Washington was satisfi ed that hardening the 
line against Moscow were delivering results. “This pressure,” Harold Stassen 
told the NSC on 18 June, “which had begun to be applied by the President 
and Secretary Dulles fi ve months ago, was really beginning to hurt, and cracks 
in the Soviet edifi ce were beginning to be visible.”84 Moreover, on 29 June the 
NSC resolved “to nourish resistance to communist oppression throughout sat-
ellite Europe, short of mass rebellion in areas under Soviet military control, and 
without compromising its spontaneous nature.”85 Yet it is striking that despite 
the electoral rhetoric of rolling back communism, the United States left Russia 
to suppress the Berlin uprising unopposed as it did the Hungarian rising more 
than three years later. Acquisition of power had inevitably induced a sense 
of caution and Eisenhower was, unlike Dulles, politically not a betting man. 
Whenever the Cold War appeared in immediate peril of becoming a real war, 
one side or other backed away: a pattern to be repeated until the very end.

NEGOTIATION RENEWED

Foreign ministers of the Four Powers eventually met as scheduled in Berlin 
from 25 January to 18 February 1954. But Beria’s execution on 23 December 
1953 had buried the possibility of resolving the German question. Britain tried 
to outfl ank attempts to capitalize on possible rejection of the EDC by propos-
ing German reunifi cation through free elections.86 Molotov had already ruled 
out neutralization of a bourgeois Germany as “an illusion . . . a position alien 
to Communism.”87 His undiplomatic response was: “We cannot permit Fas-
cist degenerates again to occupy the dominating position in the central organs 
of power in Germany by some means or other—including the help of parlia-
mentary procedure.” Instead Molotov suggested a provisional government that 
would ban “fascist, militarist and other organizations hostile to democracy and 
the preservation of peace.”88 The draft included the right of the allies “to call in 
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their troops.” This went hand in hand with a clumsy proposal for the liquidation 
of NATO and the equally absurd suggestion that with respect to the treaty on 
European security the United States be involved merely on a par with China, 
as an observer.89 The Americans “laughed out loud and the Russians were taken 
completely by surprise at our reaction . . . the Russian momentum was gone.” 
Molotov appeared “drawn, gray and angry.” When Foster Dulles said that clas-
sifying the United States as observers may seem a “poor joke” but that this was 
an affront to Washington “after the blood and treasure the U.S. had expended 
in Europe, Molotov actually went white and then red.”90

Molotov was still completely in charge of policy on Germany. Dulles noted 
that he scarcely reported back to Moscow for instructions as discussions con-
tinued.91 That was soon about to change; yet too late to have a decisive impact 
on the German question. The failure to forestall Bonn’s incorporation into the 
Western camp—the Gleichberechtigung—and thereby solve the German ques-
tion on terms favorable to Moscow was to haunt Khrushchev to the very end. 
He was to have every reason to regret his betrayal of Beria and Malenkov in 1953 
though, typically, this remained unacknowledged to the very grave.

At Soviet bidding the former allied foreign ministers reconvened at Geneva 
from 26 April to 19 June 1954. Whereas Berlin was taken up with European ques-
tions (the fate of Germany and Austria), Geneva focused on Asia (Korea and In-
dochina). Discussion of Korea degenerated into a propaganda exercise on both 
sides. With regard to Indochina, the kind of movement the Americans sought 
was not quite what others wanted: freedom from communist control. The oft-
repeated phrase from the US ambassador in Saigon was that the “French would 
not be allowed to skedaddle unless China gave absolute guarantees.”92 With the 
fall of Dien Bien Phu inevitable, Assistant Secretary of State Walter Robertson, 
drunk and emotional, told Sulzberger on 21 April that the United States had 
to intervene because the loss of Southeast Asia would follow the loss of Indo-
china. “What is the difference, Robertson asked, whether the Communists start 
a war of aggression or we lose our civilization because we have failed to take a 
suffi ciently powerful stand?”93 On 7 May Ho Chi Minh was victorious. “One 
must not forget,” said Molotov, “the fact that the fall of Dien Bien Phu in North 
Vietnam brought a new upsurge in the national liberation movement in Viet-
nam. . . . In addition this day of defeat for colonial politics in Vietnam had deep 
resonance in other of France’s colonies, in North Africa, for example.”94

OPENING TO THE THIRD WORLD

In the eyes of states newly emergent in the region—notably Ceylon, In-
dia, Pakistan, Burma, and Indonesia—the security of the subcontinent was 
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 jeopardized by the Cold War. Khrushchev was itching for movement, and 
Mikoyan offered sage advice, particularly in respect of activism toward what 
had recently become known as the Third World. Whereas Europe had relapsed 
into a theater of battle for infl uence from a fi xed position, the postcolonial coun-
tries held open possibilities for a war of movement not entirely contingent on 
the prospects for communist revolution. This was a fast expanding fi eld almost 
entirely neglected by Stalin who, from the moment he held supreme power in 
1929, dispensed with the complications of dealing with regimes whose socio-
economic identity failed to fi t the Marxist-Leninist model. Expertise covering 
these regions withered on the vine. The original Leninist policy of supporting 
national liberation from imperialism by backing bourgeois nationalism in the 
colonial world had been unceremoniously dumped. The death of Stalin thus 
fi nally presented possibilities for real change.

Early shoots sprung up in 1952 as heir apparent Malenkov, presumably with 
Beria, delicately began to unpick policies hitherto woven into a seamless tapes-
try and start the delicate process of cautious innovation. At the second congress 
of the Indian Communist Party in Calcutta a call had gone out to overthrow 
the Nehru government by force. Disturbances followed and Nehru responded 
by extending emergency powers.95 The communists were nevertheless admon-
ished by Moscow for not taking the violent path to power after the Chinese 
example. In June 1951, however, Moscow publicly applauded the Party’s rejec-
tion of peasant revolt and its extension of a broad front to encompass “progres-
sive” sections of the bourgeoisie. A year later other Asian parties followed India 
rather than China’s example. But by ceaseless rejection of Nehru’s attempts to 
intercede between Moscow and Washington for peace in Korea, impossible 
for Stalin because to accept would mean recognition of his catastrophic error, 
Moscow had unnecessarily tied hands that could usefully have achieved a great 
deal—as future relations with India were to show.

Nehru had for some time been under pressure from Indonesia to consolidate 
an Asian-African group that emerged at the UN now that it had expanded to 
include Thailand, the Philippines, Ethiopia, and Liberia. To this he objected 
that “the larger the number of countries in the group, the vaguer would be 
their common ground.” But what he had in mind was that “some countries 
were very closely tied up with the US, such as the Philippines and Thailand. 
Others [meaning himself] wanted to adopt a more or less independent foreign 
policy.”96 Instead, heads of government from Ceylon, Burma, India, Pakistan, 
and Indonesia gathered in Colombo from 28 April to 2 May 1954 in parallel to 
the proceedings in Geneva.

Nehru’s naïveté toward Moscow and Beijing contrasted with stark realism 
about Washington and lingering mistrust of imperial Britain. Belief that China, 
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in particular, was interested in a stable modus vivendi was apparently cemented 
by bilateral summits, reassurances on frontiers followed by treaties, and a com-
mon antipathy toward the Eisenhower administration. Beijing, fronted by agile 
tactician Chou, had embarked on an astute diplomatic game, and Moscow was 
on side. The negotiations between Beijing and New Delhi on the Tibet region 
of China begun on 31 December 1953 had led to agreement on 29 April 1954.

The verbose preamble to the Sino-Indian treaty referred loftily to “mutual re-
spect for each other’s territorial integrity and sovereign, mutual non-aggression, 
mutual non-interference in each other’s internal affairs, equality and mutual 
benefi t and peaceful co-existence.”97 But what Nehru did not seem to realize 
was that the Leninist term “peaceful coexistence” between states did not restrict 
interference in other states by the CCP as a nongovernmental institution and the 
furtherance of world revolution by other means. Moreover, though admirable in 
principle, respect for territorial integrity failed to deal with the McMahon Line, 
a frontier not demarcated on the ground. This was a problem that was to arise in 
the severest form in March 1959 when the Dalai Lama fl ed to India and a border 
war broke out as Chinese troops sought to secure the frontier. In fact, even at the 
time of signature Beijing’s meddling in Burma, where Chinese Nationalists were 
still operating against the communists, already indicated that in practice Mao’s 
policy would remain effectively unchanged by declarations of high principle.98

Dulles abandoned the Geneva conference soon after it opened, ostenta-
tiously refusing even to shake hands with Chou: echoing Curzon’s shunning 
of the Soviet delegation in London over three decades before. Business was left 
to Bedell Smith instead. Moscow had the compromise solution up their sleeves 
for some time. At the beginning of March in London a diplomat from the So-
viet embassy, Rodionov, had suggested that if it were not possible for Ho to join 
a coalition government in a unifi ed Vietnam, “the solution might be a partition 
of the country on the sixteenth parallel.”99 In fact the agreements on Indochina 
signed on 21 July 1954 divided Vietnam along the 17th parallel, leaving Ho with 
only the northern half of the country. Washington refused to sign, agreeing 
only to respect the agreement, which provided for elections within two years to 
reunite both territories. Yet they had no intention of doing so and within a year 
this had become self-evident, thereby creating a problem that seriously under-
mined the United States just over a decade later. When Hanoi asked for advice 
as to the future, Moscow argued for coexistence with the noncommunist south. 
Beijing, however, had other ideas. The Vietnamese were told to “work under-
ground for a long period, maintain ties with the masses, accumulate strength 
and bide our time.”100 This advice was followed.

To offset what it saw as appeasement at Geneva, the United States mobilized 
Britain, France, Australia, New Zealand, the Philippines, and Thailand to sign 
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the Manila treaty on 8 September 1954 setting up the Southeast Asia Treaty 
Organization (SEATO). The Geneva agreements suffered from rapid drafting 
because of the deadline of 20 July that the French imposed upon themselves. 
As a result the fate of Laos and Cambodia remained somewhat indeterminate 
because both royal armies refused to abide by the agreements. And the ac-
cords themselves were fatally undermined when US protégé, prime minister 
of South Vietnam, Ngo Dinh Diem defi antly announced on 16 July 1955 that 
they had been signed against the will of the people and would therefore not be 
observed.

MALENKOV OUTMANEUVERED

Signs were already emerging in Moscow that the ebullient Khrushchev 
was advancing on the pliable Malenkov. After Beria’s downfall, Khrushchev 
snatched chairmanship of the Presidium from Malenkov, and at a plenum of 
the Central Committee on 7 September 1953 he secured the title First Secre-
tary, with control of the party apparatus. The omens were not good and were 
visible in Malenkov’s declining authority. On 12 March 1954 Malenkov deliv-
ered an election address highlighting the dangers of nuclear war for the survival 
of civilization. He was merely expressing what others were thinking. But saying 
so was an entirely different matter. It was regarded as the most sensitive subject 
of comment, confi ned entirely to closed quarters and those with security clear-
ance. Indeed, Molotov regarded Malenkov’s statement not as inaccurate but as 
“a very dangerous mistake from a theoretical point of view.”101 A month later, at 
the Supreme Soviet, Malenkov effectively recanted by reverting to the standard 
position that socialism would triumph nonetheless. In June 1955 Zhukov, now 
Defense Minister, “said he had made a special study of [the] effect of atomic 
weapons, and in his 8 May article on [the] anniversary of [the] end of [the] war 
published in Pravda, he originally had several paragraphs giving [a] graphic de-
scription in understandable local terms of their power of destruction. However, 
“the editors” had felt it unwise to publish these paragraphs since they might 
“frighten” people.”102 In 1955 Voroshilov retorted: “We must not intimidate our-
selves with fables that in the event of a new war world civilization will be de-
stroyed. We know that should the imperialists once again unleash a world war, 
then civilization will not be destroyed but the capitalist system moribund.”103 
The Soviet public was to be denied all knowledge of the dangers the country 
faced in confronting the West to the verge of war.

In the process of outfl anking and usurping Malenkov, Khrushchev set himself 
up as spokesman for heavy industry. At a rally in Prague on 15 June Khrushchev 
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abandoned his set text. But the BBC, along with the US intelligence services at 
Caversham, monitored the original. “When we sincerely declare that we wish 
and desire peace,” Khrushchev declared, “our enemies frequently interpret 
our wish and desire as weakness; therefore, comrades, peace can be won only 
by toil, the upsurge of our industry, our agriculture and the daily strengthen-
ing of our armed forces.” Citing Churchill as having favored negotiation from 
strength, Khrushchev argued: “The bourgeoisie knows us well and understands 
only strength . . . we have created atomic energy in our country, we have cre-
ated atomic bombs, we have outstripped the capitalist camp and have created 
hydrogen bombs before it did. Bourgeois politicians point their fi nger at us and 
think of intimidating us. But we cannot be frightened, because they know, as 
well as we do, what the bomb means.” Referring to the failed Berlin summit, 
he added: “As long as our enemies do not want to conclude a treaty with us we 
must be strong, so that they should know ‘that the horse cannot be held back.’ 
The last of Hitler’s wars should have taught certain people some sense. Hitler 
also thought that the Soviet Union had feet of clay, but we are still alive whilst 
Hitler has rotted in his grave. If we are strong[,] all the enemies who raise their 
hands against us will follow Hitler’s and Mussolini’s examples.”104 Stalin could 
not have put it better.

Khrushchev moved decisively against Malenkov in September 1954 while 
on holiday at the Black Sea where, unlike Stalin, he favored dipping into the 
water and later built a villa at Pitsunda near the beach, much used by his suc-
cessors. At one fell swoop Malenkov lost his right to chair the Presidium and 
was relieved of the General Department that serviced the Presidium.105 From 
November all documents from the Council of Ministers were formulated in the 
name of Bulganin, Malenkov’s deputy.106

Malenkov’s decline paralleled the dwindling prospects for détente between 
East and West. The London conference and the Paris accords signed on 23 Oc-
tober 1954 had ensured Bonn’s admission to NATO. They were “a matter of real-
ity from which the corresponding conclusions must be drawn.”107 These accords 
effectively sealed Malenkov’s fate and that of the more moderate line. Greater 
military expenditure, which had been kept in check hitherto, would inevitably 
mean downgrading consumer goods, Malenkov’s priority. At a plenum of the 
Central Committee on 29–31 January Malenkov was fi nally forced out of offi ce, 
roundly condemned for having counterposed the progress of heavy industry to 
the pace of light industry in order to press for the interests of consumers. This 
was alleged to be “anti-Marxist, anti-Leninist” and “right opportunist.”

Malenkov was further condemned for warning that world civilization would 
be destroyed through atomic war. This undermined “the mobilization of public 
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opinion in the active struggle against the criminal designs of the imperialists for 
unleashing atomic war.” It encouraged “the emergence of a feeling of hopeless-
ness in the efforts of the people to foil the plans of the aggressor, which works 
to the advantage only of the imperialist advocates of a new world war, count-
ing on intimidating the people through ‘atomic’ blackmail.” And in a further 
blow against any lingering prospect of compromise on German reunifi cation at 
the forthcoming Geneva summit (July 1955), Malenkov was excoriated for sup-
porting “Beria’s proposals for the complete rejection of the course toward the 
construction of socialism in the GDR and hold to a course of leaving Germany, 
opening up the possibility of establishing a united bourgeois Germany in the 
form of a ‘neutral’ state. When these capitulationist proposals were rejected by 
the overwhelming majority of members of the CC Presidium, after the meet-
ing Beria and Malenkov pounced upon individual members of the Presidium 
with threats, trying to intimidate them with the aim of bringing into effect their 
capitulationist line.”108

Positioning himself closer to the center of opinion in the Presidium, Khru-
shchev now became increasingly critical of Molotov “for sluggishness, insuf-
fi cient initiative in European, Asian, and disarmament matters.”109 Offi cials in 
the United States now noted that Molotov did not appear “as self-confi dent or 
as completely in command of the situation as when he [Foster Dulles] had last 
seen the Soviet Foreign Minister at the Berlin conference. Indeed, he seemed 
a little shrunken and shrivelled.”110 Once Mikoyan was at Khrushchev’s elbow, 
Washington rapidly found itself targeted by the most sustained diplomatic of-
fensive since the war: the Americans found themselves simultaneously pressed 
for neutralization of Central Europe (ironically with support from Kennan, 
now retired) facing the possible loss of Japan (which Dulles blocked in 1956), 
overtures to win over Egypt through arms sales, and the courting of India.111

The Americans suddenly found themselves on the back foot. It was not com-
munism as a creed but planned industrialization that attracted the underdevel-
oped world. At the 273rd meeting of the NSC in January 1956 Dulles confessed 
“that the United States had very largely failed to appreciate the impact on the 
underdeveloped areas of the world of the phenomenon of Russia’s rapid in-
dustrialization. Its transformation from an agrarian to a modern industrialized 
state was an historical event of absolutely fi rst class importance.” All the un-
derdeveloped countries saw were “the results of Russia’s industrialization and 
all they want is for the Russians to show them how they too can achieve it.”112 
 Encouraged by Mikoyan, Khrushchev eagerly pressed ahead into uncharted 
territory.
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STATISM RATHER THAN REVOLUTION

Soviet policy in 1955 thus became more realistic about what could be ex-
pected merely from relaxation of tension. What Moscow settled for in Vienna, 
Bonn, and Tokyo partook of that greater realism and willingness to compro-
mise, though it fell far short of the kind of dramatic initiative that could have 
scooped the pool from the American alliance and forced an abrupt end to the 
Cold War by depriving them of a common enemy. In Asia willingness to ac-
cept nonalignment as an asset also indicated a sober assessment of realities on 
the ground rather than the will-o’-the-wisp of revolution. The statement Khru-
shchev made to Indonesia’s ambassador in August 1955 caught the new spirit. 
He indicated that “Moscow had counted too much on the action of ‘peoples’ 
alone and that henceforth one had to pay more attention to relations with for-
eign governments.”113 This applied to both East and West.

It also meant realigning the focus of Soviet diplomacy toward those in the 
Third World openly hostile to the West. Here Israel no longer qualifi ed. After 
the UN decision to partition Palestine, when embattled Israel eventually came 
into being on 14 May 1948, it was recognized by Moscow de jure on the third 
day of its existence. Stalin sent the fi rst foreign diplomatic mission to Tel Aviv 
(even Washington at this stage accorded only de facto recognition). Despite the 
UN embargo on arms exports to the region decided upon only a few days be-
fore (29 May 1948), in June 1948 Russia told Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia to 
sell arms to Israel, both planes and artillery.114 By August bombers and fi ghter-
bombers piloted by Israelis were en route.115

At the UN, ambassador Malik “expressed his deep admiration for Israel’s 
military effort. The Soviet view had always been that the Arabs were overrated 
as a military power, due to what they had regarded as the social weaknesses of 
the Near East and of the essential disunity amongst the various elements of the 
Arab League. Nevertheless, they had never expected any such debacle.” For-
eign Minister Abba Eban read this and more to mean that Moscow “believed 
they had made a correct analysis and taken the correct decision, of which they 
now expected to reap the fruits. He hinted that he assumed our appreciation of 
the fact that the various forms of assistance which we had received from East 
European and Balkan countries were in the fi nal analysis, a consequence of 
Russia’s favourable attitude.” He also “hinted that the British position had been 
undermined, not merely in Palestine but throughout the Near East, and that 
this too represented success for the Soviets’ Palestine policy.”116 The issue of 
heavy weaponry for the army was followed up in late November by ambassador 
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Golda Meir—herself a Ukrainian Jew by birth—and military attaché Colonel 
Yohanan Ratner, who added tanks to the shopping list.117

Yet even while backing Israel, Moscow feared that a Jewish state could side 
with the West.118 And knowledgeable Jewish offi cials were themselves fully 
aware of the opportunism underpinning Soviet policy.119 Crucially, an unspo-
ken anxiety haunted Moscow lest Zionism undermine the regime’s iron grip on 
the people, given that the second largest diaspora was in the USSR and Meir 
was all too explicit demanding mass immigration. Indeed, while Moscow and 
Tel Aviv were embracing, forces at the root of the relationship had already be-
gun tearing them apart.

When Golda Meir arrived in Moscow she attracted a public display of affec-
tion from tens of thousands of Jews and also from Polina, Molotov’s wife.120 Her 
mother, who lived with them and whom Molotov called “babushka” (granny), 
was herself rigidly orthodox, so her sympathies were scarcely surprising.121 On 
17 December 1948 head of state security Viktor Abakumov handed Stalin com-
promising testimony on Polina—she had expressed the belief at the funeral of 
Jewish leader Mikhoels that he had been assassinated. Moreover when in the 
summer of 1946 Mikhoels came and asked whether he should approach Malen-
kov or Zhdanov for help in maintaining the Jewish Antifascist Committee, un-
der attack from within the apparat, she bluntly said that he was wasting his 
time since “all the power in this country is concentrated in the hands of Stalin 
alone. And he is not positively disposed toward Jews and, naturally, would not 
support us.” She was excluded from the party on 29 December 1948. Molotov 
again abstained, as in 1941, but on 20 January 1949 he formally acknowledged 
his “mistake” and she was taken to the Lubyanka the following day. Molotov 
was nevertheless dismissed as foreign minister.122

Contacts with the Israelis were thus lethal, and although they remained for-
mally nonaligned, as early as August 1950 Soviet intelligence learned that Tel 
Aviv was conducting joint operations in the region as well as exchanging infor-
mation with the United States.123 Moreover, as an Israeli politician pointed out: 
“We depend upon the USA twice over—on the government of the USA and on 
American Jews, who give us aid.” The Israeli Foreign Minister added that the 
state was effectively bankrupt and without US aid the country would go hungry, 
quite literally.124

In such circumstances it is surprising how long it took for Moscow to turn 
to the Arabs. Following the institution of an arms embargo in the Middle 
East by the United States, Britain, and France—the Tripartite Declaration of 
25 May 1950—Arab states had been unable fi nd supplies. On 11 September 1951 
a representative of a major Egyptian company—El Alamiya—approached the 
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trade counselor at the Soviet mission in Cairo. He was interested in equipping 
two armored divisions, either directly from Russia or via a third party, such as 
Czechoslovakia. Although Alekseenko said he had no authority to discuss such 
matters, he was presented with the request in writing. Ambassador Kozyrev be-
lieved Cairo was behind it and would not rule out the possibility that this was an 
attempt to exert pressure on Britain to review the Anglo-Egyptian treaty of 1936. 
Alekseenko was instructed to say that such proposals were normally discussed 
government-to-government.125

Nothing more was heard from Egypt until after 23 July 1952 when a more 
momentous event occurred fraught with consequences for the future of the 
Middle East over the next several decades. In Egypt Naguib seized power with 
the assistance of the young, charismatic, and ambitious colonel Gamal Abdul 
Nasser and proclaimed a republic. Finally on 29 January, Naguib came to see 
Kozyrev, with one aim in view: “Is Russia ready to give Egypt tanks and aero-
planes?” Kozyrev was somewhat taken aback and too mistrustful to respond 
adequately.126 For his crass ineptitude, he was rapped fi rmly over the knuck-
les. Vyshinsky instructed him to respond to any further request by saying that 
Moscow was uninterested in selling weapons but would consider any such re-
quest.127 In the USSR anti-Jewish sentiment had risen with the announcement 
of the so-called doctors’ plot to murder Stalin. The day before Kozyrev’s tele-
gram, a bomb exploded at the Soviet legation in Tel Aviv seriously wounding 
the minister, Yershov, and others. The apology for the incident had no effect, 
and two days later Moscow broke off diplomatic relations.128 Relations were, 
however, duly restored within months of Stalin’s death, after anti-Semitism di-
minished and the doctors’ plot was revealed as fi ction.129

In mid-October Naguib, now president but ill, received Kozyrev at his private 
residence on his departure from Cairo. Naguib said he wished to see relations 
develop in the long term through expansion of trade. Reminding the ambas-
sador of their conversation in January, he suggested trading cotton for arma-
ments.130 Suspicion lingered, however, tainted by ideological considerations. 
From Cairo the new minister, Solod, took the view that “in fact the entire set of 
military rulers of Egypt copies German and Italian fascism in everything.” The 
Minister for Social Affairs even told Solod that he considered Hitler “the great-
est leader of the century.”131 But Syria now also asked for armaments, either 
directly from the USSR or via Czechoslovakia.132 And in June 1954 Nasser, now 
Prime Minister of Egypt, received Solod and “began to complain at the fact 
that Egypt is essentially an occupied country and in existing circumstances can 
in reality do nothing to rid itself of occupation as the Egyptian army does not 
have the necessary armaments.” London turned them down and Washington 
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required impossible conditions. Solod reiterated that the USSR was prepared 
to help build up industry to produce their own, but Nasser said that this would 
take too long. He went directly to the point: how would the Soviet government 
respond in principle to a request to buy armaments? When asked, he insisted it 
was an offi cial request.133

On 8 July Solod informed Nasser that Moscow was ready to consider a de-
tailed proposal.134 At this point Soviet policy looked toward a major reorienta-
tion of some 180 degrees. But, as ever, progress was by no means certain. On 
19 October Egypt secured agreement to evacuate British troops from their base 
on the Suez Canal, though the waterway itself remained in Anglo-French 
hands: a compromise between irreconcilable positions. This eased tension be-
tween Cairo and London as well as between London and Washington.

RUSSIA GOES WITH EGYPT

Dulles was working toward the Baghdad pact. This drove Moscow into a 
corner. Zorin argued, “Taking into account that renewed activity of the Ameri-
cans and the English in the Near and Middle East is of hostile intent toward 
the USSR, we need to fi nd means of blocking the realization of American and 
English plans for the creation of an aggressive bloc of Near Eastern countries, 
to this end exploiting both Anglo-American friction as well as disagreements 
within the Arab League.”135 Russia had to raise its profi le in the Arab world. A 
plausible rationale for the new line in Moscow appeared in a position paper for 
the Foreign Ministry collegium on Soviet-Israeli relations dated 10 March 1955.

The head of the Near and Middle Eastern Department, Zaitsev, pointed out 
that Israel received 34.5 percent of its budgetary income from abroad, mainly 
the United States; Israeli indebtedness to Washington exceeded $400 million; 
there were more than fi fty US advisers in Israeli ministries; in the UN Israel 
voted with the United States; and the United States “looks upon Israel as one of 
its bases in the Middle East.”136

Before Nasser headed out to the conference for nonaligned countries at Ban-
dung in Indonesia (18–24 April 1955), he instructed Deputy War Minister Hasan 
Raguib to talk to Moscow about arms supplies. On 6 April Raguib raised the 
matter with the Soviet military attaché, and fi ve days later was told Russia was 
ready for negotiations. It was agreed that they be held in Prague rather than Mos-
cow. Nasser promised to follow through.137 The assumption was that little would 
in fact be lost by supplying Egypt with arms because Israel would sooner or later 
break out of their neutralist stance.138 The Foreign Ministry’s department for the 
Near and Middle East stated: “In spite of the Nasser government’s inconsistency 
. . . and the possibility of a change in foreign policy toward closer cooperation 
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with the USA and England, the present stance of Egypt’s nonparticipation in 
aggressive blocs to a certain extent counteracts the attempts of the USA and En-
gland to put together a bloc hostile to the USSR in the Near and Middle East 
and objectively facilitates the realization of our measures counteracting such 
intrigues.”139 Dulles’s activities in trying to mediate a settlement between Israel 
and the Arabs were seen as a particular threat to Moscow.140

Nasser was extremely nervous lest Washington discover the arms sales before 
they were complete. He insisted on strict secrecy, fearing a coup orchestrated 
by Washington from within the Egyptian offi cer corps.141 London had already 
warned that sanctions would follow the purchase of arms from Moscow,142 as 
had Washington.143 Kermit Roosevelt was dispatched as a special emissary to 
Cairo by CIA in late September 1955 to warn Nasser that buying Soviet arms 
might lead to the blockading of Alexandria and prompt Israel to attack Egypt, 
but that if Cairo broke off its deal with Moscow, Washington would supply all 
the arms Nasser needed. Britain followed suit by offering arms on its own ac-
count.144 Meeting the Soviet ambassador on 29 September Nasser requested 
“the supply to Egypt in the shortest time possible of the armaments they had 
bought. Now was not the time to stick to the schedule agreed. Each day was 
costly. Initially weapons could be supplied in small quantities. The arrival of 
Soviet arms in Egypt will put an end to the opinions on this issue and will raise 
the morale of the Egyptian army which fully supports the Egyptian govern-
ment’s purchase of armaments in the USSR and Czechoslovakia. The army has 
to see these weapons, the planes and tanks in particular.”145

Nasser remained anxious about likely Western reactions, however. He re-
jected Soviet proposals to send in 130 Soviet specialists along with the weaponry 
and suggested 20 instead.146 In fact Moscow was just as anxious to avert any open 
confrontation with Washington, given the dominance of the Mediterranean by 
the Sixth Fleet and their concern to sustain the “spirit of Geneva.”147 On 18 Oc-
tober Solod informed Nasser that on 20–21 October the Soviet vessel Krasnodar 
would arrive at the port of Alexandria laden with armaments. Moscow insisted 
once more on absolute secrecy.148 Loose threats from Israel of a preventive war 
against Egypt boosted the level of tension.149 Soviet relations with Israel were 
already at a parting of the ways; so if anything these threats reinforced their 
concern to back the Arabs. Now Syria was also seeking weapons systems—sixty 
T-34 tanks, eighteen artillery pieces, thirty-two antiaircraft guns, eighteen MiG 
fi ghters and small arms.150

On 14 April 1956 the new Soviet ambassador to Cairo, Kiselev, received a 
request for two squadrons of MiG-17s on the grounds that Israel received the 
Mystère-4 from France, inferior to the MiG-17 but superior to the MiG-15 that 
Egypt already possessed.151 Washington’s reaction to Egyptian arms purchases 
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was to refuse backing vital to fi nancing the Aswan Dam project that was sup-
posed to transform Egypt. The French ambassador, Maurice Couve de Mur-
ville, recalls this decision as “stupid—for various reasons. One was that clearly it 
was an affair of domestic politics . . . a combination of the cotton-growing states 
who were frightened that the Aswan Dam would lead Egypt to produce more 
cotton; of the Zionists, of course—and it was not long before the elections—
and of the so-called Formosa lobby, because Egypt had just before recognized 
the Peking regime.” Moreover, the assistant secretary for the region, Allen, did 
not believe there would be a price to pay.152

In a whirlwind tour of the Middle East, Molotov’s replacement as Foreign 
Minister, Dmitrii Shepilov, spent six days in Cairo (16–22 June), where he tried 
to talk Nasser into a friendship and cooperation treaty but failed. The Egyptians 
at this stage still feared “an excessive rapprochement with Moscow.” They were, 
however, much more receptive toward the offer of help with the Aswan Dam, a 
metallurgical plant, and a machine-tools industry.153

Further East, Nehru had been doing his sums. “Our foreign policy,” he noted 
with satisfaction, “has helped us internally as well in that it has completely 
confused the Communist Party of India. In view of the appreciation shown by 
the Soviet leaders of our foreign policy, Indian communists fi nd it diffi cult to 
criticise the Government.”154 Nehru thus anticipated de Gaulle. And, having 
failed to dissuade Indonesia from summoning a full Afro-Asian conference in 
Bandung from 18 to 24 April, he made virtue of necessity once aware of US pres-
sure to forestall it.155 The Colombo Powers (Burma, Ceylon, Indonesia, Paki-
stan, and India) funded the venture. The twenty-nine countries that gathered 
heard Nehru reject proposals by the pro-American wing (Turkey, Pakistan, Iraq, 
Lebanon, Philippines, and Thailand) to condemn the “new colonialism” of the 
USSR in Eastern Europe along with the old colonialism of the West European 
Powers.156 Moscow had no illusions concerning the bourgeois identity of the 
leaders in the postcolonial world. But that was no longer of any concern, ex-
cept perhaps for Molotov. Khrushchev led a Soviet delegation to India, Burma, 
and Afghanistan from 18 November to 19 December 1955. “Look at our Party’s 
policy of splitting the bourgeois world. Our comrades went to India, to Burma, 
and succeeded in disrupting the infl uence of the imperialist Powers upon the 
countries of Asia,” boasted Mikoyan proprietorially.157

AUSTRIAN STATE TREATY

The last productive Soviet initiative in Europe before Khrushchev’s  supremacy 
destroyed the tentative détente was the Austrian state treaty. Neutralization also 
matched the pattern of accepting nonalignment in Asia and the Middle East.
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The fi rst signs of Soviet movement on the Austrian question since the onset 
of the Cold War had emerged after a brief in August 1952 from the Commit-
tee of Information in Moscow reporting US attempts to draw Austria into the 
Western bloc.158 On 26 September Nikolai Grigoriev from the Soviet embassy 
in Washington had suggested to his Austrian counterpart that the allies could 
withdraw their forces provided Austria did not then join NATO. “Austria must 
follow a policy of strict neutrality similar to that of Sweden or Switzerland.” 
This would have to apply to trade as much as politics (that is to say, ignore the 
NATO embargo on the sale of strategic goods to the Eastern bloc). It was up to 
Austria to seize the initiative, however.159 Nothing happened for two years and 
for good reason. Molotov’s aide Erofeev recalls: “No one suspected that . . . he 
[Molotov] put the brakes on preparation of this treaty for a long time, not wish-
ing to hasten the withdrawal of Soviet forces from Austria.”160

Soon after Stalin’s death Khrushchev raised the idea of evacuating Aus-
tria but met fi erce resistance from Molotov. With Mikoyan’s support, how-
ever, Khrushchev persisted.161 Finally, on the eve of Bonn’s entry into NATO 
(23 October 1954) at dinner on 13 October third secretary Gorinovich and mili-
tary attaché Beletskii sounded an Austrian diplomat on troop withdrawal and 
neutralization of Austria. “Both of the gentlemen again and again insisted on 
the necessity of an Austrian initiative.”162 Again, nothing happened. Finally, on 
8 February 1955 Molotov publicly offered neutralization of Austria following the 
withdrawal of allied troops. Although he implied that this was conditional upon 
a satisfactory German settlement, the proposal in fact refl ected a belief that 
Moscow had lost the battle to forestall German rearmament. It was made in the 
hope of forestalling the possibility of Anschluss between the rump of Austria 
and the rump of Germany.

This proposal was followed up by direct contact with the Austrian ambas-
sador to Moscow, Norbert Bischoff, on 25 February 1955.163 Thereafter negotia-
tions resulted in signature of a treaty neutralizing Austria on a basis similar to 
that of Switzerland (1815), thereby securing US/UK and Soviet military with-
drawal. Dulles was unhappy but offered no opposition despite the fact that it cut 
directly across his objections to nonalignment.164 It was signed on 14 May and 
in force on 27 July 1955. Meanwhile the formal establishment of a multilateral 
alliance in Eastern Europe—the Warsaw Treaty Organization (usually known 
in the West as the Warsaw Pact)—announced on 21 March registered Moscow’s 
abiding concerns about German rearmament.

The state treaty thus marked not just the high point of Russian attempts at 
détente in Europe but also its resting point for some time to come. The fact 
that détente had no further to go at a time of Khrushchev’s personal ascen-
dancy was not accidental. As First Secretary, Khrushchev was indisputably the 
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substantive source of policy, though he was not entitled by offi ce to attend the 
summit of heads of government that gathered at Geneva on 18–23 July 1955. 
Bulganin had replaced Malenkov as Chairman of the Council of Ministers, 
not Khrushchev. The only way Khrushchev could go was under transparent 
guise: membership of the Supreme Soviet’s Presidium.165 On arrival in Ge-
neva, however, the delicate veil kept slipping as the bullish Khrushchev inter-
rupted Bulganin in private discussions “and took over completely at dinners and 
receptions.”166

Neither side had a realistic agenda for serious negotiation anyway. Moscow 
could not be said to have approached the summit constructively. Khrushchev 
recalled: “The meeting of heads of government of the four Great Powers was 
Churchill’s venture merely to sound us out. It stemmed from the fact that in 
Russia after the death of Stalin new people came into the leadership, whom he 
evidently considered insuffi ciently competent in international political ques-
tions, before they were fi rmly established. Thus he decided that it was neces-
sary to sound us out, exert pressure on us and obtain concessions required by 
the imperialist Powers.”167 Khrushchev personally felt the leadership was under 
intense scrutiny.168 He therefore vigorously resisted progress on the German 
question; treated the French with calculated disdain; and noted, with a certain 
superiority, that Dulles wrote notes on his pad and handed them to Eisenhower, 
who then read from these notes word for word “like a dutiful schoolboy.”169

Eisenhower still had no interest in détente. Dulles “said he believed that we 
were now confronting a real opportunity in the present situation for a rollback 
of Soviet power. Such a rollback might leave the present satellite states in a 
status not unlike that of Finland. He, for one, said Secretary Dulles, would 
not object to such a development. The big idea is to get the Russians out of 
the satellite states and to provide these states with a real sense of their free-
dom. Now for the fi rst time this is in the realm of possibility.”170 Indeed, just 
before the summit Dulles impressed upon Adenauer “the importance of not 
selling out too cheaply to the Russians. He had outlined his view that the Rus-
sians were under some strain economically and politically at home: we should 
therefore set ourselves objectives which are inherently reasonable and pursue 
them fi rmly and patiently. Our position had much improved already, but the 
Russians would ‘later’ feel more need to fall in with our wishes than they do 
now. In other words, Mr. Dulles felt that the tensions in Europe were probably 
hurting the Russians more than us.”171 Eisenhower saw the German question as 
effectively concluded and instead emphasized the importance to US opinion 
of “the two subjects that I brought up, the Satellites [Eastern Europe] and in-
ternational Communism.”172
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Geneva thus yielded no agreement. Moscow took consolation in the fact that 
it “broke the isolation that had hitherto surrounded us.” And the invitation from 
Eden to visit Britain in 1956 was regarded as something akin to a breach in the 
adversarial front.173 It also proved something of an education for Khrushchev: 
“Our trip to Geneva once more convinced us that we were not then on the eve 
of war, and that our undoubted opponents feared us just as we feared them.”174 
The summit had, however, delayed Adenauer’s offi cial visit to Moscow. An in-
vitation was received on 7 June. The visit began just over three months later on 
8 September. In a speech after dinner on the following day, Khrushchev greeted 
the delegation bluntly with the demand: “What do you Germans want— 
friendship or enmity?’175 Although diplomatic relations between Bonn and 
Moscow were established at the end of Adenauer’s visit on 13 September, the 
Chancellor was now certain that Khrushchev was not about to concede reuni-
fi cation. Instead Bonn settled for relations based on Sachlichkeit—the facts as 
they stood—in the words of States Secretary Walter Hallstein.

The visit did, however, have a curious side effect. In anticipation of a further 
meeting of foreign ministers in Geneva (27 October–16 November), Molotov, 
no doubt conscious of his declining authority, decided on a radical gesture. He 
called Khrushchev’s bluff with startlingly radical proposals on Germany: an 
offer of mutual military withdrawal plus free elections for reunifi cation contin-
gent upon abrogation of the Paris accords of 23 October 1954 that brought Bonn 
rearmed into NATO. Khrushchev, however, took fright and immediately spoke 
against. There was no need to go this far: “There are many rocks under the wa-
ter.” Others spoke in a similar vein, including Mikoyan, Malenkov, Voroshilov, 
Kaganovich, Pervukhin, and Saburov. “Howls will go up that negotiation from 
strength is winning out,” Khrushchev insisted. “The Germans from the GDR 
will say, ‘You are selling us out.’ There is no way we will take the risk.” “We 
have to show patience and pertinacity. There should be no change of position,” 
Khrushchev concluded, to the satisfaction of all but Molotov.176

Somehow Khrushchev had convinced himself that the tide would turn to his 
advantage in Germany; and even when events undermined this unfounded as-
sumption, he persisted. Zorin, who launched the Prague coup in 1948, was tact-
lessly sent from Moscow as a top-level ambassador to Bonn. Unsurprisingly he 
made no progress at all and was eventually recalled in July 1956. His counterpart, 
the unknown Dr. Haas, did not even arrive in Moscow until March and then 
found himself bogged down in administrative complications. Washington cer-
tainly had no need to worry about an imminent German defection from NATO.

The Adenauer formula, following the state treaty, thus punctuated the new 
line of accommodation from Moscow. The open question was what might 
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 happen if the leadership succumbed completely as it had before to one-man 
predominance, under Khrushchev. To CIA director Allen Dulles he was “the 
most dangerous person to lead the Soviet Union since the October Revo-
lution. He was not a coldly calculating person, but rather one who reacted 
emotionally. . . . Stalin always calculated the results of a proposed action.”177 
On the core issue of the German question anxiety was bound to arise given 
Khrushchev’s illusions. He told French Foreign Minister Christian Pineau that 
if the cards were played right, Germany as a whole would eventually land in the 
Soviet lap “like a ripe plumb.”178 There was thus every reason to expect trouble 
further down the road.

LAND OF EARTHQUAKES AND VOLCANOES

That other former enemy, Japan, stood on the sidelines after signing peace 
with the Western Powers on 8 September 1951.179 Moscow foolishly excluded 
itself from the treaty negotiations at Stalin’s obdurate insistence. Japan had soon 
become a source of sustained anxiety in Washington, however. The NSC af-
fi rmed “the critical importance” of Japanese economic survival to “the security 
of the United States.” But it simultaneously argued that “this viability will be 
extremely diffi cult to achieve.”180 Japan was still “a desperately poor country.”181 
After a visit, Vice President Richard Nixon fretted that as “one of the best fronts 
in Asia,” Japan’s foundations were “very weak and terribly unsound.”182 During 
the Korean War, which boosted Japan’s economy as a base area, traditional rac-
ist sentiment found the killing of whites on the peninsula no bad thing. Strikes 
were all too common and fully exploited by the Communist Party. The leader-
ship that emerged into power was formed of ex-war criminals. And there was a 
distinct trend toward recognizing Communist China for reasons of trade and 
maintaining a neutralist stance in the Cold War proper.

Washington was worried: “The long-term alignment of Japan with the free 
world has become less certain.”183 Dulles saw a “weak and vacillating” govern-
ment in Tokyo.184 He was equally convinced that “we should not build up Japa-
nese military strength unless we need confi dence that Japan’s future political 
orientation would be toward the West. Japan was the heart and soul of the situ-
ation in the Far East. If Japan is not on our side our whole Far Eastern position 
will become untenable.”185 Yet Japan was still a major host to US air power: the 
island of Okinawa was a sovereign base area all of its own—“our great bastion 
of defense for the Pacifi c.”186 Xenophobia was never far beneath the surface, 
and Japan wanted the security treaty negotiated in 1951 renegotiated to restore 
sovereignty over these bases. Dulles therefore sought desperately to buy it off 
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by obtaining special unilateral trading privileges for exporters to the US market 
as the best means of offsetting aspirations to the Chinese market. The situation 
was thus ripe for a carefully calibrated Soviet initiative to upset the American 
applecart.

Finally Moscow moved in response to an unexpected announcement from 
Foreign Minister Shigemitsu on 11 December 1954, expressing interest in nor-
malizing relations with the USSR and China “on mutually acceptable terms.”187 
Molotov, “opposed to the normalization of relations with Japan,”188 grudgingly 
retorted that Moscow was “prepared to discuss the question of practical mea-
sures to bring about the normalization of relations . . . if the government of 
Japan is really determined to undertake steps in this direction.”189 The prob-
lem was not merely Molotov, however. Peace with Moscow became embroiled 
in Japanese domestic politics—as a result of which Shigemitsu began to back 
away—and Washington was opposed to a successful outcome. The US ambas-
sador to Japan, John Allison, saw his basic task as “to deter . . . the drift of the 
Japanese Government toward some degree of political and economic accom-
modation with the Soviet Union and Communist China.”190

On 25 January 1955 the Russians delivered an undated and unsigned “bout 
de papier” to the offi ce of the new Japanese Prime Minister, Ichiro Hatoyama, 
repeating Molotov’s response. The two sides agreed to negotiate in London on 
1 June. The timing was propitious to Moscow. In Washington a good deal of 
anxiety was expressed that Japan was “beginning to display a desire for greater 
freedom of international action. This tendency refl ects a national trend, rooted 
in racial pride, a longing for national prestige and a desire for greater maneuver-
ability in the event of confl ict between Communist China or the USSR and the 
United States.” As to US sovereign bases: “While the Japanese look upon U.S. 
bases in Japan as protection for Japan, they also regard them as serving U.S. 
strategic interests and as dangerously exposing Japan to nuclear attack in the 
event of war. Furthermore, Japanese policy is colored by serious doubts as to 
whether an acceptable defense of Japan is possible in the event of nuclear war.” 
The United States was thus pressing Tokyo not to concede “the Soviet Union’s 
claim to sovereignty over the Kurile Islands and Southern Sakhalin.”191

At the London talks Russia was represented by Malik who under Molotov’s 
instructions on 14 June presented Matsumoto with proposals virtually recapitu-
lating the entirely unproductive stance at San Francisco in 1951. Britain was 
both astounded and relieved. “To me the most interesting feature of this whole 
business is that the Russians should have been stupid enough to stand pat on 
the position they took up in S[an] F[rancisco] four years ago,” commented Sir 
Esler Denning, ambassador in Tokyo.192 Japan’s main demand was territorial: 
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the Habomais, Shikotan, Kunashiri, and Etorofu, islands south of the main 
Kurile chain extending from Kamchatka down to Hokkaido. It was presented 
to Malik on 16 August. By now Khrushchev had taken a more direct role, and 
on 6 September Malik was able to express interest in a deal surrendering the 
Habomais and Shikotan only, with the proviso that the Sea of Japan be neu-
tralized and the islands be demilitarized. This came as “a complete surprise,” 
according to Ohtaka of the Japanese embassy, “and Mr. Matsumoto wanted to 
settle the territorial question on that basis soon after. However Mr. Shigemitsu 
intervened and insisted that a strong demand should be made for the return of 
Etorofu and Kunashiri also. This had irritated Mr. Matsumoto and even more 
the Russians.”193 And once the two parties, Liberals and Democrats, amalgam-
ated in December this became the policy agreed between two factions of the 
Liberal Democratic Party. Instead of settling on the terms of either side, after 
desultory further negotiation Moscow and Tokyo retreated to the Adenauer for-
mula of reopening diplomatic relations and delaying a treaty of peace sine die. 
This was agreed by Tokyo on 2 October 1956, and a joint declaration was issued 
to that effect on 19 October.

London concluded: “the Japanese deceived themselves into thinking they 
might have gained more than they did in their talks with the Soviet Union. 
In fact, considering how weak their bargaining position was, they did better 
than any outsider expected.”194 Paris, however, took another view: “In offering 
to return them [all four sets of islands requested], Moscow would have placed 
the government of Japan in a delicate position vis-à-vis America, obliging it to 
call for the return of Okinawa.”195 Heading internal security, Seki “stated that 
the greatest fear of offi cials like himself before the talks began was that the Rus-
sians would be willing to give more than the Japanese asked for.” Indeed, “the 
Japanese Communist Party issued statements endorsing the Russian stand, but 
there was an immediate adverse reaction within the party itself which is elicit-
ing criticism from the members and has caused party leaders to think about 
the possibility of announcing an independent line of thought for Japanese con-
sumption, reversing their previous stand in support of Russia’s attitude.”196

Washington noted with some surprise that “Japan’s alignment with the United 
States . . . in some respects has been strengthened, rather than weakened, as a 
result of the solution of several outstanding problems and as a reaction to recent 
Communist pressure tactics aimed at stimulating a neutral policy. . . . The con-
sistently ‘tough’ Soviet policy toward Japan—rejection of Japanese territorial 
claims to the Kurils, restrictions on fi shing in the Northwestern Pacifi c, and 
continued Soviet accusations of Japanese subservience to the United States—
has impeded [a] Japanese rapprochement with the USSR.”197 That Moscow 
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failed to press its advantage is no mystery: “For us the solution of this question 
is a question of prestige,” Khrushchev acknowledged.198 Washington had every 
reason to be delighted. Elsewhere, however, his personal qualities were to prove 
alarming, particularly when he inadvertently undermined his own standing at 
home through jeopardizing the security of the empire in Eastern Europe.
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6

SUDDEN F ROST

So, as you understand it, the United States, not we, are to blame for the events in 
Hungary? . . . You should understand that we had an army in Hungary; we sup-
ported that fool Rákosi. That was our mistake, and not the mistake of the United 
States.

—Khrushchev to Mao, August 1958

The détente epitomized in the “spirit of Geneva” was severely circumscribed. 
Moscow exploited friction between capitalist countries—“wedge-driving” as it 
became known in NATO—while highlighting the need to relax international 
tension. Washington and Bonn argued against concessions on the grounds that 
détente was merely a pause convenient to the reinforcement of Soviet power 
in a continuing confl ict. They saw the USSR as inherently weak at home and 
unsteady in Central and Eastern Europe. A reduction of international tension 
was thus not a benefi t in its own right but a means to ending the Cold War. That 
“culminating point of victory” was not yet in sight.

Dulles insisted: “We are in the situation of being prepared to run a mile 
in competition with another runner whose distance suddenly appears to be a 
quarter mile. At the quarter mile mark, the Russian quarter miler says to the 
American miler, ‘This is really a quarter of a mile race, you know, and why don’t 
we call it off now?’” To the Senate he “emphasized and reemphasized that what 
Russia had predicted for our system—namely, collapse—was precisely what ap-
peared to be about to happen to them.”1 Not fully accounted for, however, was 
the extent to which limited détente was contingent not on Russian weakness so 
much as a thaw in Moscow that could end abruptly. The uncertain progress of 
de-Stalinization was continually called into question by active opponents in the 
leadership. Unrest in Eastern Europe consequent upon further de-Stalinization 
would play into their hands. The thaw could thus at any time be cut short by 
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sudden frost. Ironically, it was Khrushchev who precipitated the prospect of 
collapse unwittingly, as usual, and in impetuously blind pursuit of personal and 
domestic political goals.

DENUNCIATION OF STALIN

Khrushchev’s speech to a closed session of the Twentieth Party Congress on 25 
February 1956 proved a turning point for both the Soviet bloc and for East-West 
relations as a whole. He highlighted the consequences of “unlimited power in 
the hands of one fi gure.” “These negative characteristics grew and grew, and 
in recent years assumed a character of complete intolerance.” Brute force was 
used against those that stood up to him and “that seemed to him, capricious 
and despotic as he was, to be contradicting the positions he took.” If prior to 
the Seventeenth Party Congress in 1934 “he still recognized the opinions of 
the collective,” after that point “Stalin increasingly ceased to take into account 
members of the Party Central Committee and even members of the Politburo.” 
Worse still, Stalin took the view that the closer they came to socialism, “the 
more enemies there would be.” Hence the “mass repressions,” including de-
struction of the offi cer corps on the eve of war (1937–41). And not long after the 
USSR was attacked in June 1941, Stalin fell into a blue funk.  “Everything that 
Lenin created we have obliterated forever,” Khrushchev quoted him as hav-
ing said. Thereafter the Cold War followed on the steps of victory, and not by 
chance: “Under Stalin’s leadership our peaceful relations with other countries 
were frequently placed under threat, as a result of which decisions made by one 
man could lead and at times did lead to great complications.”2

Of course, no reference was ever made to the likely international impact of 
such dramatic revelations. But they threatened to undercut foreign communists 
and fellow travellers who had steadfastly denied these facts. And word of Khru-
shchev’s secret speech soon began to leak out. On 12 March the French ambas-
sador to the USSR summarized the broad outlines in a dispatch to Paris.3 Pietro 
Nenni, leader of the PSI, broke cover on 25 March in his party’s daily Avanti! 
with “Light and Shadow in the Moscow Congress,” printed in the socialist jour-
nal Mondo Operaio later that month. Worse was to follow. Stefan Staszewski, 
First Secretary of the Warsaw committee of the Polish Workers’ Party (PUWP), 
“personally handed a copy, hot off the press, to Philippe Benn, the Le Monde 
correspondent, and to Gruson from the Herald Tribune and Flora Lewis from 
the New York Times.”4 By the end of May CIA had a complete copy. Only after 
considerable debate, however, did the US government fi nally print it with mas-
sive publicity on 4 June.5
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POLAND REVOLTS

As late as 11 July, even after a massacre of workers demonstrating in Poznán 
on 28 June—150 were killed, 500 wounded6—Khrushchev expressed himself 
blithely optimistic about the international situation. In Europe he did “not see 
any country suffi ciently militaristic that it could be turned against us by Amer-
ica.” And the United States talked of war only because it was afraid. Underlying 
concerns were nevertheless raised by others about stability in Eastern Europe.7 
Moreover, at a time of West German rearmament, Khrushchev had embarked 
upon a steady reduction in the size of the army which underpinned hegemony 
over Central Eastern Europe. Marshal Georgii Zhukov, appointed Defense 
Minister in place of Bulganin in February 1955, presided over a massive cut 
reducing numbers from 5,396,038 on 1 March 1953 to 3,986,216 in December 
1956.8 Where possible he did so by axing as many men superfl uous to actual 
war fi ghting as possible, including—and this ultimately led to his downfall in 
October 1957—those political offi cers overseeing the armed forces at all levels, 
whom he generally described as useless. Moreover, Order 0090 forbade offi cers 
to appeal over his head to the Central Committee on pain of severe retribution. 
And, in Khrushchev’s words, he “extorted” money for the military-industrial 
system by giving a “defeatist speech” to the effect that the United States could 
tear them to pieces.9

First Secretary of the PUWP Edward Ochab was involved in “an acrimoni-
ous discussion” with Moscow, which “before the July plenum had suggested to 
us that the bloody Poznan clashes had been provoked by the imperialists. I told 
them there was no proof,” he said, “and that I couldn’t make a claim of that 
kind at the Central Committee plenum.”10 The resolutions of the Polish Polit-
buro on 28–29 June and 3 July thus made no mention whatever of imperialist 
subversion.11

The accusations against “imperialism” were of course a fi g leaf conveniently 
brandished by Moscow, behind which lay a double crisis equally evident in the 
repression of the rebels in East Berlin during 1953: in the illegitimacy of com-
munist regimes originating in Red Army occupation, and their evident failure 
to sustain a decent standard of living for the working class. The people were 
told they had forfeited the confi dence of their government. Playwright and poet 
Bertolt Brecht had asked, not unreasonably: “Would it not be easier in that case 
for the government to dissolve the people and elect another?”12

Not unexpectedly Poland’s complications grew rather than diminished as, 
not only within the Party but also public opinion at large, a groundswell arose 
in favor of Gomułka: the same man removed from offi ce in 1948 for national 
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deviation in opposing the collectivization of agriculture and incipient Titoism 
in his resistance to copying all Soviet practices. Ochab later noted with some 
bitterness and obvious envy, “They [the Poles] fell for those phrases . . . about 
patriotism and independence,”13 which were precisely what worried Moscow.

On 19 October a delegation led by Khrushchev hurriedly left for Warsaw to 
forestall the election of Gomułka at a Central Committee plenum to which 
Khrushchev had not been invited. His presence—marked by abusive and bul-
lying behavior in public and in private—made no difference anyway, and he 
returned to face the dilemma of what to do next in the face of Polish recal-
citrance. The Poles had robustly asserted their right to determine their own 
affairs—not least the composition of the leadership in Party and state (includ-
ing the army)—though they were suffi ciently cautious to reassure Moscow 
that they would remain allies.14 The Soviet Presidium considered whether “to 
put an end to what is going on in Poland.”15 No conclusion was reached. On 
21 October they considered two options: “to infl uence and watch events” or “go 
the road of intervention.” Khrushchev—despite the rancor of his conversations 
with Gomułka—came down in favor of “refraining from military intervention” 
and “showing patience.” All were agreed. They simultaneously called a meet-
ing of other fraternal parties, “given that the European parties have been ex-
pressing considerable anxiety, as political and economic problems have arisen 
in Poland in a severe form.”16

Poland was helped by having Chinese support. Ochab—intending to draw 
Gomułka back into the leadership—had made it his business to attend China’s 
Party congress at the end of September where, in extensive discussions with 
and without the presence of the inquisitive Soviet ambassador, he emphasized 
the urge to greater independence within the bloc.17 On the Polish issue at the 
interparty discussions in Moscow on 24 October the “weight” lay with China.18 
So misgivings such as those of the GDR’s dour diehard Ulbricht—“They are 
opening the doors to bourgeois ideology, a leadership in drift”19—were more 
easily dismissed. Henceforth something of a special relationship emerged be-
tween Warsaw and Beijing. Moscow, however, was nothing if not grudging. 
Zhukov later said, with customary brutal candor, that “what we had at our dis-
posal would have been enough to wipe them out like fl ies.”20

But Warsaw’s nouvelle cuisine soon infl uenced impressionable chefs in Bu-
dapest, even though more was promised on the menu than ever appeared on 
the plate. Imre Nagy—willing informer for the NKVD as agent Volodya from 
1933 to 1945 and therefore not an unnatural choice for Beria21—was deposed 
as Chairman of the Council of Ministers in 1955 when Khrushchev defeated 
Malenkov and the reformers in Moscow. He was now hailed as “the Hungarian 
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Gomułlka.”22 The circumstances of his reemergence were even more startling. 
Indeed, well before the events of 1956 US intelligence had noted the high levels 
of passive resistance to communism in Hungary.23 But they had wrongly con-
cluded that open confl ict was most unlikely.24 As events gathered pace, all eyes 
gravitated toward Poland. But Hungary never lay far behind. Moscow, hoping 
to salvage the situation, had brusquely dismissed Rákosi, but in his place sat the 
equally diehard but less sadistic Ernö Gerö.

The self-exculpatory Soviet analysis of the problem was that everything could 
be attributed to “the errors committed by the leadership of the workers’ party 
and of the government of Hungary” in respect of economic development. 
Added to this was “the distance of the party from the masses of the people.” And 
the Party itself, with a mere 900,000 members, was “from the ideological and 
organizational point of view weak, crumbling.” Apart from anything, discontent 
within the Party and among the working class was due to “the gross violation 
of socialist legality and repression against the innocent (in the years 1949–52).” 
Although Russia was ultimately responsible, and in the case of the repression 
directly culpable, it was congenitally incapable of acknowledging this—at least 
on paper.25 So, having failed to take an objective view of how things came to cri-
sis, it is not surprising, perhaps, that they were repeatedly caught by surprise.

HUNGARY RESISTS

Plans for the worst had been laid. Moscow was already disturbed by the direc-
tion of events in Budapest in the summer of 1956. This is evident from the re-
view conducted by First Deputy Chief of the Soviet General Staff and Chief of 
Staff of the Warsaw Pact General Alexei Antonov. On 20 July corps commander 
Lieutenant-General Petr Lashchenko produced a plan of action—codenamed 
“Wave”—“for the establishment of public order on the territory of Hungary.” 
This identifi ed areas of occupation and designated units for action by which 
control over the country could be obtained in just three to six hours.26

Writers naturally led the drive for freedom of speech. At fi rst they gave the 
government under Gerö time to meet their demands. But this grace came to 
a decisive end on 8 September when Gyula Hay published an article calling 
for full freedom of expression, a position echoed by speaker after speaker at the 
Hungarian Writers’ Association on 17 September.27 A further sign that the gov-
ernment was gradually giving way to demands from below came on 14 October 
when Nagy was readmitted to the Party, having refused to recant much of his 
criticism of its conduct in the past.
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From 6 to 19 October Soviet ambassador Yuri Andropov kept the military 
advised in detail on developments within Hungary and urged them to raise 
their level of readiness. By 19 October the 108th guards parachute regiment 
of the 7th guards parachute division was put on alert, ready for airlift from air 
bases in Kaunas and Vilnius in Lithuania. Two days later troops in Hungary 
were inspected with a view to implementation of operation “Wave.”28 The up-
surge of discontent then reached a peak on 23 October when a demonstration 
banned by the authorities of writers, students—who had formed an organiza-
tion independent of communist control a week before—and off-duty soldiers 
took place regardless. They demanded a new government under Nagy and the 
immediate withdrawal of forces based in Hungary, amounting to some 27,000 
ground troops.29

By nightfall the ranks of the demonstration were swollen with angry gov-
ernment employees and impatient workers from the surrounding factories. Up 
to this point the Presidium was entirely taken up with Poland, which was to 
be discussed by leaders of fraternal parties in Moscow on the following day. 
Gerö decided he could not risk further absence, having been with Tito when 
the troubles began—and instead rushed back. It is variously claimed that he 
phoned Moscow and Andropov in panic at 7:00 p.m. that evening and imme-
diately requested forces to put down the troubles or that he was called to the 
phone by the Russians and pressed to request troops.30 Given that Moscow later 
attempted to extort from various fi gures a predated letter requesting military 
intervention,31 it was doubtless Khrushchev who took the initiative. It is agreed, 
however that Gerö infl amed opinion at home with an ill-considered, intemper-
ate, and insulting radio broadcast an hour later. Speaking in the same language 
as that used to denounce Nagy in 1955, he attacked the leaders of the demon-
stration for “chauvinist incitement” and “nationalism.”32 This led directly to 
an assault by demonstrators on the radio station on Sándor Street staunchly 
defended by the AVO, the political police. To the sound of calls such as “Rus-
sians, go home” and “Death to Gerö,” the battle for Budapest thus began with 
what American intelligence described as “large-scale, armed violence.”33

Despite persistent references to imperialist involvement, the revolt was spon-
taneously generated. Once it was under way, however, Washington did much 
to accelerate the speed of progress toward open rebellion by rebroadcasting 
local Hungarian radio programs calling for insurrection.34 Eisenhower’s right-
hand man in the White House, General Andrew Goodpaster, recalls: “later he 
[Eisenhower] was very conscious that there might have been previous induce-
ments and enticements held out to the Hungarians to lead them to think that 
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if they took this action that we would intervene to support them. We had a 
couple of surveys and examinations made, investigations really, of what had 
been beamed out to them over Radio Free Europe and other ways.”35 These 
were the actions of Frank Wisner, conducting covert operations for CIA. He 
is reliably reported to have attempted and been refused permission to fl y in 
weapons and men.36

That evening—23 October—between about 10:00 and 11:00 p.m. Moscow 
time, Zhukov reported to the Presidium on the 100,000 demonstrators in Bu-
dapest, the attack on the radio station, and the seizure of the headquarters of 
the regional Party and the Ministry of Interior. Whereupon Khrushchev sug-
gested moving Soviet troops into the capital. Bulganin spoke out in support, as 
did almost everyone else present. Mikoyan alone opposed: let the Hungarians 
restore order, he insisted. Sending in Soviet forces would only “make things 
worse.” “Try political measures and then bring in the troops,” he suggested in-
stead. Mikoyan argued for Nagy’s appointment as head of the regime: it would 
be “cheaper for us.” Molotov, however, saw Nagy as useless and spoke in favor 
of troops. Kaganovich was even more blunt: “It is a question of overthrowing 
the government. There is no comparison with Poland.” Zhukov also pressed for 
troops, a state of emergency with curfew, and the dispatch of a Presidium mem-
ber. Nagy did, indeed, emerge as Chairman of the Council of Ministers early 
on the morning after the demonstration at a time when events were already 
running out of control. In summing up, however, Khrushchev accepted the 
need for Nagy in government but not as chairman. Mikoyan and Suslov would 
be sent to take charge of affairs on the ground.37

From the outset, therefore, with the single exception of Mikoyan, Moscow 
chose a military solution, immediately effected. When the meeting opened at 
10:00 p.m., Chief of the General Staff and First Deputy Minister of Defense 
Sokolovskii were already placing the special corps in Hungary on alert.38 Im-
mediately after the Presidium dispersed, Zhukov formally mobilized the special 
corps in Hungary and units from Ukraine (a rifl e brigade) and Romania as 
planned.39 At 12:30 a.m. on the following day, 24 October, the 2nd guards mech-
anized division of the Soviet army stationed at Kecskemét, fi fty miles south-
east of Budapest, rolled forward into the capital in some urgency, arriving at 
4:00 a.m.40 The instructions were to fi re with cannon to clear the streets of riot-
ers.41 An hour later two detachments from the 33rd mechanized division forming 
a seventy-six-truck artillery convoy left Timisoara in western Romania for Hun-
gary. At 11:28 a.m. the 17th guards mechanized division at Szombathely, more 
than one hundred miles due east of Budapest, was also called into action.42 The 
commanders of its 83rd tank and 1043rd artillery regiments were ordered to Bu-

5?PI?J ?QF? RPP ? P 1 I =?O - 4O J QFC 8AQ CO C IRQ Q QFC 4?II D QFC =?II ?IC COP Q 9OCPP 
9O :RCPQ 3 H 1C QO?I FQQ - C HAC QO?I O RCPQ A J I QQ EF?J CQ? I ?AQ / A62.'

1OC?QC DO J QQ EF?J , - ,-

1
OE

FQ
U

?I
C

CO
P

Q
9

OC
PP

0
II

OE
FQ

P
OC

PC
O

C



 Sudden Frost 171

dapest.43 Fighting continued across the country through the 25 October. That 
morning at Mikoyan’s suggestion Gerö was removed as First Secretary by János 
Kádár, once severely tortured by the previous regime but now rehabilitated.44

After a moment of calm, the situation further worsened when at midday a 
massive crowd emerged onto the square outside parliament refused to disperse 
on orders from Soviet forces, who opened fi re and killed sixty. There was more 
shooting just outside the Central Committee building where Mikoyan and Sus-
lov were negotiating. Nagy requested a reinforcement of Soviet troops. Only 
József Këbël, a recent entry into the Politburo, called on Moscow to withdraw 
its forces. “We stated,” Mikoyan and Suslov reported to the Presidium, “that it 
was impossible to raise the question of removing Soviet forces from Hungary 
because this will mean the entry of American forces.” Instead all they promised 
was that once order was restored, Soviet forces would return to their bases. The 
others agreed.45 Thereafter, Mikoyan and Suslov pressed for the slimming down 
of the Politburo to a “directorate” and, when anyone spoke out of line, they 
talked ominously of “taking measures.”

“Some Hungarian troops have joined the insurgents and legation offi cers 
personally witnessed on the afternoon of the 25th some Soviet tanks and their 
crews who had also joined the rebels,” CIA noted. Soviet forces continued to 
be mobilized for transfer across the frontier. Following talks with Mikoyan 
and Suslov, Nagy announced at 3:30 p.m. (Budapest time) that the “Hungar-
ian government is initiating negotiations on relations with the USSR on the 
basis of national independence and equality between Communist parties and 
will ask for the withdrawal of Soviet forces stationed in Hungary when order 
is restored.”46 Yet this was not what the Presidium had agreed with Mikoyan 
and Suslov, who received a verbatim translation of Nagy’s speech only later 
that night. Indeed, it was precisely the reverse (in fact Nagy had the meet-
ing reconvened after Mikoyan and Suslov left the building in order to obtain 
agreement to the speech which contradicted what had been agreed with the 
Russians).47

On 26 October the 70th guards rifl e division in the Trans-Carpathan military 
district was mobilized to reach northeastern Hungary two days later.48 Large-
scale fi ghting had spread to the countryside, with much of western Hungary 
in the hands of the rebels. As a consequence the frontier with Austria was now 
open to traffi c in both directions.49 A hole had effectively been punched through 
the Warsaw Pact. CIA reported: “The government of Premier Imre Nagy . . . 
apparently does not exercise real authority.” At least one regional administration 
emerged independently in Miskolc and Borsad, in northeastern Hungary. Such 
autonomous entities were demanding concessions from the center in return for 
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172 Sudden Frost

subordination.50 There were now four Soviet divisions in the country, totaling 
some 40,000 men.51

By 28 October it was clear that all attempts to put down the rebellion had 
failed despite headlines in Izvestiya that morning arguing “The Organizers of 
the Counterrevolutionary Putsch in Hungary Have Failed.” According to US 
intelligence, “rebel forces, acting independently with no central leadership” 
were “in control of most of Hungary outside of Budapest.” Nagy, evading Po-
litburo meetings at which Mikoyan and Suslov were present, was calling for a 
cease-fi re on the basis of the new status quo, ordering troops not to fi re unless 
fi red upon.52 At noon that day the 31st guards parachute division of the Red 
Army was also mobilized for airlift from air bases in Lvov and Khel’nitskii.53 As 
of 2:00 p.m. on 29 October CIA reported that Nagy’s government had identi-
fi ed itself with the rebel cause—Szabad Nép was calling on Soviet troops to 
withdraw—and that “the Soviet forces in Hungary have largely disengaged 
themselves from the fi ghting in order to await further orders from Moscow.” 
Moreover, in contrast to other neighboring parties, the Central Committee of 
the Polish Party echoed the demand.54 That evening at 10:00 p.m. Soviet forces 
in Budapest were ordered to cease fi re.55 A straw in the wind was that two Roma-
nian offi cials told Thayer, minister at the US embassy in Bucharest, that “things 
were just as they should be” in Poland and Hungary.56 Clearly the infection of 
national liberation from the Soviet empire was spreading.

As of 2:00 p.m. Budapest time on 30 October, with the population reported 
as in a state of “psychological frenzy” and the lynching of AVO personnel in-
creasingly evident, having disengaged from street fi ghting, Soviet forces were 
withdrawing from the capital. The crowds marching on the parliament that 
afternoon demanded that Soviet troops leave Hungary by mid-November. Nagy 
stated that the provisional regional administrations that had emerged had to 
maintain order. He announced the abolition of the one-party state. A multi-
party government came into being.57 Radio Budapest now denied that Nagy had 
ever called in the Soviet military, blaming former Chairman of the Council of 
Ministers András Hegedüs and Gerö.58

That day, 30 October, the Presidium agreed on a declaration on relations 
between the USSR “and other socialist countries,” which, it claimed, were 
founded on “the immutable basis of respect for the full sovereignty of each 
socialist state.” It explained that “the future stationing of Soviet military units in 
Hungary may serve as grounds for an even greater worsening of the situation” 
and that these forces would be withdrawn from Budapest at the wish of the 
Hungarian government. It also announced the willingness of the Soviet govern-
ment to discuss the “presence of Soviet forces on the territory of Hungary” and 

5?PI?J ?QF? RPP ? P 1 I =?O - 4O J QFC 8AQ CO C IRQ Q QFC 4?II D QFC =?II ?IC COP Q 9OCPP 
9O :RCPQ 3 H 1C QO?I FQQ - C HAC QO?I O RCPQ A J I QQ EF?J CQ? I ?AQ / A62.'

1OC?QC DO J QQ EF?J , - ,-

1
OE

FQ
U

?I
C

CO
P

Q
9

OC
PP

0
II

OE
FQ

P
OC

PC
O

C



 Sudden Frost 173

its willingness to do so with all members of the Warsaw Pact.59 Yet no sooner 
had this appeared in the editorial column on the front page of Pravda the fol-
lowing day than the Presidium reversed the decision and set about the fi nal 
liquidation of the Hungarian revolt.

SUEZ SHIFTS THE BALANCE

The trigger was the Anglo-French invasion of Egypt—operation Muscateer—
which began at 7:44 a.m. Moscow time. Moscow plausibly but mistakenly un-
derstood that Washington was implicated. Khrushchev announced that the 
situation in Hungary had to be reviewed, that forces would not be withdrawn 
but would instead “take the initiative in restoring order.” The reason given 
was entirely new: “If we leave Hungary, this will encourage the Americans, 
the English, and the French—the imperialists.” They would “understand us 
to be weak and will attack.” The Party would not understand. “Together with 
Egypt we would then add Hungary. We have no other choice.”60 Had Moscow 
known that Washington was unconnected and, indeed, utterly opposed to the 
Suez adventure, it is doubtful whether the Kremlin would have gone ahead, 
particularly once Britain and France were in the dock for aggression at the UN 
Security Council. Out of premature fear and alarm the Moscow leadership 
allowed themselves to be panicked into hasty action. A week later the uprising 
had been crushed.

The revolt stirred discontent even among those at Moscow State University: 
“Many of them hostile to Khrushchev,” a KGB veteran recalls, “called for dem-
onstrations in support of the Hungarians and to protest against the actions of the 
Soviet government. At these meetings there were a number of anti-Soviet slo-
gans and placards.”61 This implied that the USSR could be subverted via East-
ern Europe: a lesson not lost in 1968. The United States and Britain had since 
1948 been committed to rolling back Soviet control over Eastern and Central 
Europe through covert action, now supervised by the “54–12 group.” Hungary 
therefore represented opportunity, but not one that they had been expecting. 
The evidence is that much was done to encourage the revolt but without hard 
thought about where this would lead. CIA was not always fully controlled in 
these years with forceful personalities like Wisner in the fi eld. Director Al-
len Dulles disliked personal confrontation. For this a price was paid on the 
ground. Eisenhower thereafter believed that “elements in our government—
and specifi cally the CIA—had gone beyond their authority and in fact had car-
ried out a line of propaganda of their own which was not in accord with his 
policy.”62
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174 Sudden Frost

The dramatic events of 1956 had clearly demonstrated certain core facts: the 
close interconnection between attempts to reform Soviet society and the fate of 
fraternal Communist parties both in and out of power; the underlying fragility 
of the bloc in Eastern Europe; the international price of using force to sustain 
that hegemony; and the deep insecurities at the roots of Soviet power. A further 
and critical weakness was that Moscow stood at a grave disadvantage with re-
spect to US strategic nuclear power. This fact was as yet unknown to the world 
at large, including Washington. It was essential for Khrushchev to create and 
sustain the illusion that the reverse was the case, and this was made possible by 
continued secrecy and the fortuitous gift of winning the race into outer space 
in the following year.
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7

TAKING THE WORLD TO THE BRINK

Soon all hell will break loose.

—Khrushchev, end of September 1962

In the mid-seventies General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev refl ected that the 
USSR had since Khrushchev conducted a consistent foreign policy that had 
won trust. “If we had taken this line from the very beginning then Adenauer 
would not have been able to hang on so long, and the whole process up to 
1964 would have been better than that which we inherited. . . . With Cuba—
[Marshal Sergei] Biryuzov [offi cer commanding Strategic Missiles Forces] said 
palm trees were there: ‘I can put the missiles under palms.’ But if you had seen 
what happened at the datcha in [Novo-] Ogarevo [just outside Moscow] when 
the Americans launched the blockade.”1

It was not just the Cuban missile crisis that jeopardized peace. In October 
1964 Khrushchev was also indicted over the Berlin crisis: “Comrade Khrushchev 
wished to frighten the Americans; however, they were not scared, and we had to 
retreat.” Khrushchev, the indictment continued, menaced Britain and France 
at the time of Suez. All this amounted to “a system, a special ‘medium’ of con-
ducting foreign policy by means of threatening the imperialists with war.” And 
by such “adventurism,” he succeeded in binding the West together, when “our 
job required . . . making use of dissension and contradictions within the camp of 
imperialism.” Khrushchev also “brought the world to the brink of nuclear war; 
which struck terror into the very organizer of this dangerous fantasy.”2 This was 
what Brezhnev and the rest of the leadership had experienced at Novo-Ogarevo 
on Sunday 28 October 1962.

Arraigned before the Central Committee, Khrushchev disingenuously in-
sisted that “all these measures were good, and they were all at their time ap-
proved, so why now raise the question and hold me personally responsible for 
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176 Taking the World to the Brink

all this?”3 Marshal Rodion Malinovsky became Defense Minister after Khru-
shchev’s summary dismissal of Zhukov on 26 October 1957, a surprise move 
prompted partly as a result of Malinovsky’s own warnings as to how dangerous 
Zhukov was.4 Brezhnev, in a moment of inspired eloquence, warned Zhukov 
to be “quieter than water, lower than the grass.”5 General Dmitrii Yazov was a 
regimental commander intimately involved in the Cuban gambit. He recalls 
no prior consultation with Malinovsky and Chief of the General Staff Mat-
vei Zakharov. “After the decision was taken, only then were Malinovsky and 
Zakharov asked for advice about the planning: that you must do this, that, and 
the other. This is not advice,” Yazov recalls, “it is the implementation of instruc-
tions. That is how it was.”6 Such practices were no less true of the second Berlin 
crisis. Furthermore, Khrushchev’s close confi dant in foreign policy, Mikoyan, 
“spoke out against” provoking the Berlin crisis and “argued” with Khrushchev 
against placing missiles in Cuba.7

THE SECOND CRISIS OVER BERLIN

Failure to resolve the German question had left the contours of Europe’s 
political map in dispute since the end of World War II. The rearmament of 
West Germany and its inclusion within NATO in 1955 were rapidly followed by 
Adenauer’s wish expressed on 19 September 1956 that Bonn obtain “as speedily 
as practicable the possibility of itself producing nuclear weapons.”8 Khrushchev 
felt impelled to cut across such unsettling ambitions by forcing the West to ac-
cept the postwar territorial status quo.

From 27 March 1958, now Chairman of the Council of Ministers as well as 
First Secretary, he pressed ahead with Stalin’s solution. The vulnerability of 
West Berlin was only too apparent and all too tempting. Soviet plans indicated 
that the Red Army could take the city in six to eight hours.9 Khrushchev decided 
on an ultimatum: the allies had to abandon West Berlin within six months. 
Mikoyan recalled: “Khrushchev also displayed astonishing lack of understand-
ing of the entire complex of questions; he was prepared to renounce the Pots-
dam agreements and he stated all this in the autumn of 1958 in a speech without 
prior discussion in the Presidium and the Council of Ministers. This was in it-
self the most blatant breach of Party discipline.” Mikoyan asked if Gromyko had 
a view. “He murmured something inarticulate. I repeated the question—once 
again he murmurs: it was evident that he did not dare contradict Khrushchev.” 
Mikoyan suggested discussion be adjourned for a week while a Foreign Minis-
try memorandum was prepared. Khrushchev accepted this. Yet he did not fi nd 
support even within the Central Committee Information Department under 
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Georgii Pushkin. Up-and-coming Germanist, the former lathe worker Valentin 
Falin argued that the ultimatum would lead to military confl ict, a point of view 
brusquely dismissed by Khrushchev on the grounds that the Americans would 
never risk war over West Berlin.10 Falin’s judgment was shared by other Soviet 
offi cials.11 Yet the worst Khrushchev expected was increased international ten-
sion. “West Berlin is after all a splinter in a healthy body that must be removed,” 
he later assured US ambassador “Tommy” Thompson.12

Mao’s attempt to force American diplomatic recognition by bombarding 
 islands offshore (Quemoy and Matsu) in August played a role. Reacting to it, 
Dulles had declared that force might have to be used to prevent their capture 
from Chiang, adding that the same applied to West Berlin.13 Ulbricht brought 
this to Khrushchev’s attention. Why, if China, in a much more precarious 
situation, could rebuff the United States, was the USSR, militarily so power-
ful, unable to do the same in Europe? On 2 October Ulbricht and Grotewohl 
called for the deployment of “an offensive against West Germany.” In response 
to Bonn’s rearmament and bid for nuclear weapons, “we should also act from 
a position of strength,” Ulbricht insisted. “It must be borne in mind,” he con-
tinued, “that as soon as the question of the Chinese islands goes onto the back 
burner, it is Germany’s turn.”14

“Between ourselves,” Khrushchev told Mao on 3 August, “we will not fi ght 
for the sake of Taiwan.” But “in the event of a deterioration in the situation as a 
result of Taiwan, the USSR will defend the CPR. In turn the USA will declare 
that it will defend Taiwan. Thus a situation is created that verges on war.”15 Yet 
Khrushchev also knew from decrypted communications between Chiang and 
Dulles that Washington would not fi ght for the offshore islands.16 Returning 
home, Khrushchev decided to test Dulles’s courage: let China take the islands 
and Dulles can be given what he deserves in Berlin (expletives deleted relating 
to the Secretary’s mother).17 The combination of Beijing’s pinpricks and accu-
sations of appeasement from Ulbricht with Khrushchev’s intemperate character 
thus launched the world headlong into another crisis.

When on 10 November Gomułka read the draft of Khrushchev’s note, he 
asked whether the aim was ousting the West from Berlin. Khrushchev corrected 
him: “It is not that simple.”18 The priority was to secure Western recognition 
of the GDR and thereby the postwar frontiers of Central and Eastern Europe. 
Furthermore, in the Central Committee apparatus where he managed rela-
tions with fraternal parties, Andropov was responsive to East German anxieties 
at the unending fl ow of skilled labor westward and had urged a solution for 
some time. Moreover, by signing a separate peace treaty with East Germany 
and handing over Soviet rights within Berlin as a whole, Moscow would force 
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178 Taking the World to the Brink

the West to recognize the East merely for access to the city. This, of course, 
was bound to confl ict with the policy of dividing NATO. It cut directly across 
attempts to win over France, where the logical consequences of Khrushchev’s 
policy spelt disaster for national security: “If the West abandons Berlin,” Foreign 
Minister Maurice Couve de Murville insisted, “it runs the risk that Germany 
will turn toward Russia.”19 Khrushchev evidently thought the price worth pay-
ing. Were he to succeed, then Bonn was more likely to fall into his hands.

Moscow thus issued a note on 27 November 1958 accusing Washington, Lon-
don, and Paris of grossly violating the Potsdam agreement on Germany. They 
were “turning it [Berlin] into a kind of state within a state and using it as a cen-
ter from which to pursue subversive activity against the GDR, the Soviet Union, 
and the other parties of the Warsaw Treaty.” They were simultaneously sabotag-
ing the reunifi cation of Germany. This was intolerable. The USSR could not 
put up with the situation “any longer.” Moscow regarded “as null and void” the 
protocol on the occupation and administration of Berlin originally agreed on 
12 September 1944 and related supplementary agreements. The USSR would 
therefore transfer its rights under those agreements to the GDR. This included 
the possible transformation of West Berlin into a “free city.” If the receiving 
governments did not agree to renegotiate the above, then the USSR would 
unilaterally agree terms with the GDR.20

The note created the crisis intended. In order to push matters along, Mikoyan 
was sent to the United States for consultations on 4–20 January 1959, later de-
scribed as “useful.” Yet nothing was achieved. Moscow thus decided to go ahead 
and sign a peace treaty with the GDR alone.21 A further meeting on 11 February 
resolved that Western forces in the city would be left untouched but that no re-
inforcements would be permitted; that their supply would have to be negotiated 
between West Berlin and the GDR; and that communications from the West by 
air would be curtailed.22

On 16 February Washington and its allies—minus Paris—fi nally responded 
by agreeing to negotiate at foreign minister level in Geneva on 11 May–19 June. 
Moscow was worried, nevertheless, seeing the offer to talk as a delaying tactic. 
“They are drawing us into an adventure,” Khrushchev warned. “They expect 
the Russians to retreat.” Mikoyan, as usual, expressed concern lest Russia look 
as though it were seeking to avoid negotiations.23 Only Britain sought to ap-
pease. In anticipation of elections later that year, Prime Minister Harold Mac-
millan took himself to Moscow from 21 February to 3 March. There, behind 
the backs of the allies, Foreign Secretary Selwyn Lloyd hinted at recognition of 
the GDR on the condition that West Berlin retained its status. Adenauer was 
understandably furious. De Gaulle referred contemptuously to Macmillan as 
“ce vieillard lachrymose.”24
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“The imperialists are split on what to do,” boasted a spokesman at Central 
Committee headquarters. “Adenauer opposes any talks. De Gaulle backs Ad-
enauer. Macmillan, much to the annoyance of Adenauer, de Gaulle and the 
U.S., has another view.”25 But Khrushchev was also under pressure to deliver 
and responded with bluff directed as much at rivals as against other govern-
ments. He told the Central Committee plenum on 29 October 1957: “We have 
bombers that are not bad—long distance and medium range; they say that they 
are not worse than those of the Americans. But fl ying to America on bombers 
is currently a diffi cult task. The intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) is an-
other matter. This is an absolute weapon. The ballistic missile will hit a targeted 
grid reference. This missile will carry out the basic requirement of destroying 
the enemy’s bases at any point. As I already mentioned, we have a European 
missile. Now we must build them and pile them up. However, we need to 
perfect missile weaponry.”26 But this cost a great deal. Khrushchev had to trim 
expenditure elsewhere. And one of the key reasons for disposing of Zhukov had 
been because he had no enthusiasm for missiles and even less for reducing 
other capabilities to make way for them.

His mind made up, on 8 December 1959 Khrushchev wrote to members of 
the Presidium calling for “far-reaching cuts in armaments . . . even without 
conditions for reciprocity from other states, and for a signifi cant reduction in 
numbers of men under arms.” The latter could be cut by one million or one 
and a half million. “I believe that such a major reduction would not undermine 
our defense capability,” he insisted. The reasons he gave included the claim 
that “we are in excellent condition with respect to missile construction; as a 
matter of fact, we have a range of missiles that can resolve any military prob-
lem, short or long-range, ‘ground-to-ground,’ ‘air-to-ground,’ ‘air-to-air,’ atomic 
submarines, etc., and in respect of explosive power we also have a wide range. 
Moreover, we have successfully set in place serial production of these missiles.” 
Given possession of such fearful weapons, what need was there for “the large 
army that we have? It is crazy.”27

Khrushchev had increasingly focused on the fact that in the intercontinental 
nuclear arms race, the USSR was rapidly lagging behind the United States. 
France was well on its way to acquiring a nuclear capability, a process begun 
under de Gaulle’s socialist predecessors; West Germany, too, was now looking 
in the same direction. Adenauer insisted that unilateral renunciation of build-
ing the bomb made in 1954 no longer counted: “They [the Americans] have to 
hand over to us atomic weapons in one form or another,” he told de Gaulle.28 
Yet Western Europe was by no means a serious military threat to Russia. With 
its medium- (R-12) and newly deployed intermediate-range (R-14) ballistic mis-
siles, Moscow could destroy the region several times over.
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Khrushchev, however, had yet to acquire a truly intercontinental capabil-
ity, whereas Washington possessed a bomber force fully capable and was now 
enhancing an enormous advantage in killing power. The Single Integrated Op-
erational Plan (SIOP-62) was intended as an all-out assault on the Sino-Soviet 
bloc with atomic strike forces amounting to 2,258 delivery vehicles carrying 
3,423 weapons, regardless of the conditions prompting general war. It came into 
effect on 1 April 1961.29 Yet the edge held by the United States was a matter of 
debate in Washington, which hitherto had no conclusive proof of Soviet back-
wardness in engineering ICBMs. Khrushchev was thereby able to conduct a 
tough policy of bluff against Eisenhower. This strategy had a limited time hori-
zon, however: until Washington discovered the truth. Moscow clearly hoped to 
be able to make up the distance before that happened.

ABORTING THE PARIS SUMMIT

Khrushchev had insisted on a summit between the Great Powers (excluding 
China).30 He and Eisenhower met at Camp David in late September 1959. 
But Khrushchev wanted more. He was therefore vulnerable should Washington 
resist. Eisenhower also hoped to meet, particularly to hasten a ban on nuclear 
tests. But Moscow was always fi ercely averse to any inspection regime that 
would make arms control or disarmament meaningful. Had the two Super-
powers trusted one another suffi ciently to do without such a regime, there would 
have been no need for such measures in the fi rst place. But mistrust ruled both 
sides. Espionage was therefore vital: both human intelligence (“humint”) and 
national technical means (“sigint”). After Moscow launched the world’s fi rst 
artifi cial satellite orbiting the earth, Sputnik, on 3 November 1957, CIA em-
barked upon Operation Lincoln: the use of humint for gathering information, 
inter alia, on the state of Soviet rocketry. In 1959 alone seventy such agents were 
trained and dispatched to the USSR, followed by one hundred in 1960.31

National technical means were already available. The fi rst US U-2 spy fl ight 
at high altitude took place on 7 April 1956.32 The problem for Khrushchev was 
that his supposed superiority in intercontinental ballistic missiles was a fi ction. 
“At that time,” Khrushchev since confessed, “we were substantially behind in 
the accumulation of nuclear weapons and did not have the necessary num-
ber of missiles for delivery. Our aircraft could not reach US territory and we 
therefore remained weaker.”33 Yet he mounted a reckless foreign policy on a 
fragile fi ction of superiority. “We are all alive thanks to your missiles,” Mao 
assured Khrushchev in July 1958. “Yes, to a certain extent this is so,” Khru-
shchev replied, “one can say so without being modest. It deters [our] enemies.”34 
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But these exaggerations could be uncovered at any moment. Downing the U-2 
was therefore top priority for the Air Defense Forces (Voiska PVO). Hitherto 
the fl ights took place out of range at 21,000 meters, whereas Soviet interceptor 
aircraft could reach only 19,000 meters.35 Surface-to-air missiles (SAMs) were, 
however, now in mass production and although the fi rst generation in 1952 
could never reach such a target,36 the next generation (1957) could in principle 
do so.37 The problem was that a spy plane had yet to be brought down.

Finally on 1 May 1960 a SAM-2 (V-75) missile battery in the Urals under 
the command of First Lieutenant Bukin succeeded.38 It was not a direct hit. 
The plane fl ew slightly to one side of the battery, which threw up a defensive 
barrage that clipped the tail and wing assembly of the aircraft, thus saving the 
life of the pilot and making possible his capture (when he failed to destroy 
himself and the aircraft) and that of the plane.39 That day Malinovsky had tele-
phoned to warn that a U-2 was en route from Pakistan to Sverdlovsk. Khru-
shchev was reviewing the May Day parade on Lenin’s mausoleum in Red 
Square when Marshal Sergei Biryuzov reported that the U-2 had been downed 
and its pilot was in Soviet hands. From outset, Khrushchev decided to publi-
cize the coup; that was why he had Biryuzov appear in full uniform to give the 
news.40 Khrushchev said that they had followed the fi rst fl ight on 9 April, but 
that on 1 May, when Malinovsky told him of the second run, “he had given or-
ders to shoot [the] plane down.”41 The aircraft was then displayed in Moscow’s 
favorite playground, “neskuchny sad”—the Gorky Park of Rest and Culture—in 
the very center of the city. But in case Washington wished to retaliate, Khru-
shchev halted all ongoing espionage operations for the time being.42

Khrushchev “was sure Eisenhower knew of the overall plan for such fl ights,” 
but he was equally “sure . . . that he had no knowledge of that individual fl ight 
of [Gary] Powers. That was,” he said, “something Allen Dulles cooked up. I 
just can’t conceive of Eisenhower sending over a plane on the eve of the Paris 
Conference.”43 Khrushchev was wrong. But the press sustained the fi ction and 
reported that the fl ight had been authorized by Dulles rather than Eisenhower. 
That suited Khrushchev, since he intended to use it as leverage in the summit 
forthcoming. He also hoped to keep secret the fact that the pilot was alive and 
in custody. But Deputy Foreign Minister Malik unwittingly leaked that fact in 
conversation with the Swedish ambassador, thus depriving Khrushchev of sur-
prise at a moment chosen for maximum effect.44 Up to this point approaches by 
Soviet ambassadors to clarify Western arrangements for the summit indicated 
that before 1 May Moscow was still serious about negotiations. Only on the eve 
did trouble appear. The planned visit to the United States by Chief of the Air 
Staff Marshal Konstantin Vershinin was abruptly cancelled on 13 May.
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When Eisenhower let it be known that he had, indeed, personally authorized 
the fl ight, Khrushchev was baffl ed. “It was obviously a senseless statement, to 
say the least. A stupid statement. But it was made.”45 Khrushchev took personal 
prestige seriously. Yet, as Erofeev (now number two at the Paris embassy) points 
out, Khrushchev at the same time “when necessary . . . knew how to restrain 
his own emotions.” Erofeev, a cautious witness, notes that in respect of the 
U-2, “Khrushchev was led not so much by feelings as by sober calculation.” 
He points out, and this is confi rmed by Western sources,46 that at Vnukovo 
airport just prior to departure for Paris “Khrushchev unexpectedly lingered in 
the departure lounge with members of the Presidium seeing him off, in order, 
I suggest, to discuss in principle the question of the value of conducting the 
meeting in the light of a situation generally unfavorable to us arising from the 
German question. Then, during the period of the fl ight, with Gromyko and 
other main members of the delegation he prepared our possible tactics, though 
he did not disclose his thoughts until the last minute.”47 Khrushchev had con-
sulted Gromyko and Malinovsky, who both agreed with him (it would have 
been most unwise to have disagreed too strongly and certainly out of character 
for Gromyko). A typist and stenographer were aboard. The brief was redrafted 
“180 degrees” and was, of course, not yet seen by the leadership as a whole.48 
When Moscow was then fully consulted, not everyone was pleased. According 
to an unconfi rmed account from Russian sources, it was as ever Mikoyan who 
tried to persuade Khrushchev to relent.49

Erofeev commented: “It had become clear to Khrushchev from his talks with 
de Gaulle that his proposals on German matters would not make progress and, 
moreover, would be publicly and unanimously rejected by the Western partici-
pants to the meeting; he would be isolated, in a losing position. The summit 
had for him become unnecessary; more than that, undesirable.”50 It opened on 
16 May and collapsed in vituperation two days later with Khrushchev’s sugges-
tion that they reconvene in six to eight months and that Eisenhower postpone 
his visit to Moscow scheduled for June. After its collapse, Khrushchev told those 
gathered around him in the embassy: “Well, what’s the matter? Why are you so 
downhearted? For us it were better the meeting never took place.”51

Mikoyan believed that by his intemperate behavior Khrushchev had “buried 
détente.” “He simply spat at everyone, including de Gaulle, who had taken 
up a position independent of the USA. Thus he is guilty of setting détente 
back fi fteen years, which cost us massive amounts thanks to the arms race.”52 
A proud man, de Gaulle was personally affronted by Khrushchev’s disruptive 
and boorish antics. But Khrushchev was contemptuous of his self-importance. 
“De Gaulle has nothing,” he said; “de Gaulle is as poor as a church mouse; he 
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could not even dispose of his own trousers. He doesn’t represent any real capa-
bility at all.” He “doesn’t have a signifi cant voice because he has no missiles, no 
bombs.” And as for de Gaulle acting against Washington, he would not be able 
to, “otherwise the bourgeoisie of France will oppose him and won’t support the 
government.”53

Thus at the Soviet Embassy in Paris Erofeev saw the collapse of his own and 
his ambassador’s laborious efforts to bring about a Franco-Soviet rapproche-
ment. “Deeply wounded by Khrushchev for the disruption of a meeting so im-
portant to him (the fi rst in Paris since the war), de Gaulle abruptly and for fi ve 
years turned his back on us over an array of international issues. He stood deci-
sively on the side of the United States during the Cuban [missile] crisis; signed 
a treaty of cooperation with West Germany in 1963, that met with an extremely 
negative response in Moscow; recalled his ambassador Dejean from the USSR; 
and indicated to his favorite, S. A. Vinogradov, the desirability of leaving for 
Moscow for consultations after the Soviet Union recognized independent Al-
geria de jure in 1962 and expressed its readiness to establish diplomatic rela-
tions. Thus the level of interstate ties was lowered to that of chargé d’affaires, 
and political contacts between the two countries were in effect curtailed. De 
Gaulle never met Khrushchev again and only after his removal agreed to visit 
the USSR offi cially in June 1966. Almost six years were lost in the development 
of Franco-Soviet relations.”54

THE CONGO CRISIS

A most implausible area for Soviet intervention was sub-Saharan Africa by 
reason not only of distance but also unfamiliarity. Until 1960, senior KGB of-
fi cer Vadim Kirpichenko recalls, “the attitude toward African problems in the 
organs of state security was relatively quiescent, as our intelligence and counter-
intelligence interests were concentrated on the USA, Europe, and China. In 
respect of Africa we were obviously behind the times. In the USSR Foreign 
Ministry there were two African departments already at work, and in the Min-
istry of Foreign Trade already three; but in the KGB, only a small directorate 
of fi ve people, of which I became the head immediately after my return from 
Cairo in the spring of 1960.” In Cairo, Kirpichenko had “maintained business 
contacts with almost all the representatives of the African national liberation 
movements which found hospitable refuge on Egyptian soil.”55

The crisis in the Congo, a country enriched by copper and uranium, fol-
lowed directly from rapid decolonization by Belgium, leaving a population 
uneducated past the age of eleven with no security other than that provided 
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by Belgian troops, with large mining companies determined not to lose their 
assets. The main aspirant for power, Patrice Lumumba, was volatile, alternately 
idealistic, ruthless, and vengeful. In mid-April 1959 he made his way secretly 
to Brussels, having made initial contact with the Soviet ambassador in Guinea 
to express interest in diplomatic relations with Moscow on independence and 
in visiting the USSR beforehand.56 He also met the General Secretary of the 
Communist Party for a fi ve-hour meeting. Subsequently the Belgian commu-
nist leader told fi rst secretary Savinov at the Soviet embassy that “conditions for 
the spreading of Marxism in the Congo are more favorable than in the other 
countries of Africa.”57

After bloody uprisings, Belgium fi nally granted independence on 30 June. 
Moscow immediately established diplomatic relations. But, Keith Kyle recalls: 
“The Belgians were . . . counting on continuing to run the country in the name 
of the new African rulers.”58 To Belgium, Lumumba was already a marked 
man.59 Belgian commercial interests held an enormous £1,000m in Congolese 
assets. Union Minière was the most powerful; 15 percent was British owned.60 On 
23 March head of Union Minière Herman Robiliart warned, “There is no doubt 
that on 1 July these men will open wide the doors of the Congo to their friends 
in the East.”61 It is not surprising that they sought to hinder Lumumba’s progress 
from the start. Moreover Victor Nendaka, a close associate of Lumumba, had 
been briefi ng CIA and the Belgians on his subventions from Moscow.62

Lumumba and his party, the MNC (Mouvement National Congolais), won 
only 33 seats out of 137 in the assembly but, larger than any other grouping, had 
suffi cient support to form an administration in Léopoldville. Belgium, however, 
unilaterally changed the Loi Fondamentale, allowing Lumumba’s rival Moïse 
Tshombe to form an autonomous administration in Katanga, the southern and 
richest part of the country. Tshombe served Belgian commercial interests. In 
a matter of days after independence, the Force Publique mutinied against an 
entirely white offi cer corps that treated them with contempt. Belgian civilians 
panicked and fl ed the country, threatening the economy.63 On 9–10 July Bel-
gium decided to invade,64 and by mid-July it had retaken the key towns. Ka-
tanga seceded on 11 July after the directors of the Societé Generale passed a 
unanimous resolution for its independence.65 Tshombe was duly rewarded with 
fi nancial assistance by Union Minière.66 And the Société Générale prevailed 
upon the King not to take action against Katanga.67 On 12 July Lumumba called 
for UN intervention against “foreign aggression.” Two days later the Congolese 
government broke off relations.

At the KGB, Chairman Alexandr’ Shelepin was horrifi ed to discover that the 
committee lacked a full department to cover Africa. Head of the tiny Africa sec-
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tion, Kirpichenko was immediately recalled from holiday, promoted to be head 
of the new department and given additional personnel. But though able to form 
plans, he had no one to carry them out.68 A small group of KGB offi cers then 
arrived in the Congo during July under diplomatic cover headed by Leonid 
Podgorny to form an embassy.69

The UN Security Council demanded withdrawal but did not condemn Bel-
gium for aggression because Washington, London, and Paris were anxious to 
avoid complicating relations. The Security Council decided on intervention 
to provide “such military assistance as may be necessary until . . . the national 
security forces may be able . . . to meet fully their tasks.” Belgium, however, 
withdrew only to Katanga. That day Lumumba turned to Moscow, incautiously 
asking them “to follow hour-by-hour the development of the situation in the 
Congo.” The telegram also contained a phrase—doubtless intercepted by the 
NSA, fi xing thereby US hostility toward Lumumba: “It is possible we will be 
obliged to ask for the intervention of the Soviet Union, should the Western 
camp not cease aggression against the sovereignty of the Congolese Republic.”70 
Moscow responded promptly on 15 July: “The government of the Congo can 
be assured that the Soviet government will render the Congolese Republic the 
assistance necessary that may be required for the victory of our just cause.”71 At 
this stage only food aid was sent, but soon fi ve Ilyushin-18 aircraft were offered 
for the transportation of Ghanaian troops into Léopoldville; then one hundred 
lorries and a group of Soviet instructors. Doctors were also dispatched. From 
Belgium former members of the Congo Sûrété were now recalled to their for-
mer hunting grounds.72 The crocodiles were circling.

Lumumba’s request to Moscow hardened UN Secretary General Dag Ham-
marskjöld against him. Under Secretary Ralph Bunche had told Hammarskjöld 
that Tshombe was nothing but a “puppet” manipulated by Belgium, so high-
sounding talk of the “legitimate” objectives of Tshombe were, to say the least, 
insincere.73 British offi cials were warned that he “had conceived the United Na-
tions operation as a means of preventing the Soviet penetration of Africa. And 
he had set about removing the elements of danger one by one.”74 UN neutrality 
was fatally compromised.

On 5 August Moscow repeated a demand for Belgian withdrawal. The Rus-
sians called for replacement of the UN command in the Congo if it failed to 
observe the decisions of the Security Council and demanded resolute measures 
to end the occupation of Katanga. They also called for the replacement of con-
tingents in the country with those effective in fi ghting the interventionists.75 
Lumumba accused Hammarskjöld of refusing to send troops into Katanga. On 
27 July King Badouin met privately with Hammarskjöld and asked him not to 
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damage the Tshombe regime.76 On 8–9 August the Security Council weak-
ened its demand that Belgium withdraw by simultaneously declaring the UN 
would not be party to the confl ict between two halves of the Congo. Refl ecting 
Hammarsjöld’s opinions and contradicting the resolution of 14 July, the latest 
resolution instructed UN forces not to be “used to infl uence the outcome of 
any internal confl ict, constitutional or otherwise.” This bizarre reinterpretation 
of Congolese sovereignty naturally had Belgian approval. Thus Hammarskjöld 
negotiated directly with Tshombe to secure the entry of UN troops into Ka-
tanga in place of the Belgians, as a result of which Lumumba broke off rela-
tions on 14–15 August. The Security Council backed Hammarskjöld. Moscow 
could not overturn the previous UN resolution without facing a US veto. At 
Belgian bidding Lumumba was dismissed by the president77 on 5 September 
in collusion with the UN. By then Hammarskjöld was unalterably convinced 
not only that Lumumba “was already clearly a Communist stooge” but also 
that “no stable settlement could be envisaged unless his powers could be fur-
ther reduced.”78 Lumumba’s disastrous attempt to reach Katanga with remnants 
of the Force Publique ended in bloody massacres when they were distracted 
by and embroiled in preexisting ethnic strife between Luluas and Balubas in 
South Kasaï.

On 16 September, with US support, the offi cer commanding the Force Pub-
lique, Joseph Mobutu, paid by Belgium, seized power and broke off relations 
with Moscow. Deputy Prime Minister Antoine Gizenga fl ed to Stanleyville 
with the rest of the government. Lumumba was captured in Léopoldville and 
placed under house arrest. His assassination was precipitated by a mutiny of 
Congolese forces and fear that Lumumba would return to power.79 Even Brit-
ish offi cials incautiously speculated on “ensuring Lumumba’s removal from 
the scene by killing him.”80 Oleg Nazhestkin, a KGB offi cer stationed under 
diplomatic cover, claims CIA sent in a “Michael Malroney” (Larry Devlin) 
from operations. His job was to lure Lumumba out into the open. This was 
done through an agent in Lumumba’s entourage.81 Lumumba escaped from 
his residence and headed for Stanleyville only to be detained by Major General 
Henry Templer Alexander, offi cer commanding the UN Ghanaian contingent, 
and handed over to Mobutu’s men on orders from New York. Lumumba was 
fl own back to Léopoldville where he was assaulted in front of the press and then 
sent to Thysville barracks.

On 15 January Belgium insisted Tshombe take Lumumba. He was trans-
ported to Katanga by plane and murdered with Belgian collusion on 17 January 
1961. It was a disastrous performance by the UN, tainted by the Cold War as 
was every institution that had come into contact with it. Moscow was effectively 
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helpless—grandstanding was all Khrushchev accomplished. Khrushchev found 
he had no naval power nor airlift capacity worthy of the name and that the for-
mer would take at least fi ve years to build and with money he could not afford.82 
In the end he was reluctant to create a crisis with the United States for such a 
remote return. A new administration was in the offi ng.

KHRUSHCHEV CONFRONTS KENNEDY

The end of the Eisenhower administration left Khrushchev guessing. What 
he certainly did not want was victory for Nixon, a hard-line anticommunist with 
whom Khrushchev had a bruising encounter in a “miracle kitchen,” a US ex-
hibit, on the vice presidential visit (23 July–2 August 1959).83 But the ineptitude 
with which Khrushchev attempted to infl uence the election in favor of Ken-
nedy, via the candidate’s brother Robert, cannot have impressed the Democrats 
that Moscow had any real understanding of the United States.84

Cuba had been a thorn in America’s side since Fidel Castro took power in 
1959. From 1959 blatant infringement of US commercial interests made a colli-
sion between Havana and Washington inevitable. Whether Cuba also became 
a Soviet base area in the Caribbean with immediate reach into the heart of 
Latin America was more a matter of choice. Cuba had long been the play-
ground of American millionaires and the Mafi a. It had little claim to fame 
except cigars, rum, and, less well known, pharmacology. While profi ts were 
safe, no US government worried about the dictatorship established by Batista in 
1952; it was only when US interests were jeopardized that democracy suddenly 
became high priority.

The Cuban revolutionaries who seized power in January 1959 decided to 
hold military forces in reserve while the facade of constitutionalist government 
was set up under a respectable lawyer brought in from exile for that purpose by 
Castro. From March 1959 “el Che” (Guevara), in particular, was restless to pur-
sue that more distant goal of bringing the revolution to Argentina and the rest 
of the subcontinent.85 Yet these activities cut directly across the strategy favored 
by Moscow formulated under the infl uence of the Chilean Communist Party, 
which favored constitutionalism above insurrection.86 Cuba’s hasty moves to ex-
port revolution in the Caribbean inevitably made Moscow cautious, especially 
when conducted by such independently minded revolutionaries.

The US-sponsored invasion of Cuba at Playa Girón with the bombing of 
airfi elds on 15 April 1961 and landings by exiles two days later showed Khru-
shchev that Kennedy could be swayed by hawks. The invasion failed. The bland 
assumption that the population would rise up and aid the invasion was shown 
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to be false. “When you take a job like this, you simply have to depend on the 
judgement of the men around you. And you don’t know them at fi rst,” Kennedy 
later lamely confessed.87

Khrushchev then backtracked in his determination to reduce conventional 
forces. Calling on Malinovsky, Zakharov, and Grechko to stiffen forces in Ger-
many in late May 1961, Khrushchev emphasized, “If we wish to carry on our 
policy and that this policy is recognized and respected and feared, we have to be 
resolute.” He added: “One has to bolster [one’s forces] because words have to be 
bolstered by acts.”88 Suddenly Khrushchev was overwhelmed with nostalgia for 
the dull predictability of the 1950s. “The most intelligent politician in the USA 
in recent years was Dulles. With him we always knew what we could count on. 
And Dulles would not go to war.” Kennedy, however, was different. “The events 
in Cuba indicate that he is not very intelligent.”89 But Khrushchev appears to 
have forgotten his comment about Dulles to Mao in 1958: “It is better to do 
business with a fool than an intelligent person.”90

Kennedy’s failure over Cuba encouraged Khrushchev’s disparagement, a 
view reinforced by ambassador Mikhail Menshikov. He misleadingly predicted 
that Kennedy would “mount the high horse” but would be the fi rst to give way. 
Yet this is certainly not the entire story.91 If Kennedy were, indeed, weak, then 
on the face of it he was equally if not more susceptible to pressure from hawks 
within the United States as the Cuban fi asco suggested. The Vienna summit of 
3–4 June certainly did not resolve this conundrum.

Kennedy was strongly advised not to get involved in tortuous debates about 
general principles—for which he had neither talent nor training—but he did 
precisely that and came off badly, ineptly acknowledging the value of peaceful 
coexistence without understanding the full signifi cance of the concept (peace 
between states but class war between societies). In turn the condescending tone 
adopted by Khrushchev prompted icy politeness: Kennedy “had not assumed 
offi ce to accept arrangements totally inimical to US interests.”92 He stormed out 
of the Soviet embassy. He had “expected this summit to open the way to the 
relaxation of tension that he had promised in his inaugural . . . instead it had 
turned into a bewildering showdown for which he had not been prepared.”93 
Indeed, the Presidium’s subsequent report on the summit crowed about Khru-
shchev’s “extensive mastery of the subjects [under discussion] and his aggressive 
spirit.”94

“This is a man who dreams but decides which way to go on a day-by-day 
 basis,” Khrushchev said scornfully, adding, more signifi cantly, “The man him-
self has very little authority among those that decide and direct the policy of the 
United States.”95 Kennedy was, in his words, “too young. He lacks the authority 
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and prestige to settle this issue [Berlin/Germany] correctly.”96 Taking advantage 
of Kennedy’s failure over Cuba in order to bolster the Soviet position in Eu-
rope, on 29 July Shelepin outlined a strategy “to create circumstances in differ-
ent areas of the world which would assist in diverting the attention and forces of 
the United States and its allies, and would tie them down during the settlement 
of the question of a German peace treaty and West Berlin.” This was approved 
by the Presidium on 1 August.97

Moscow did not get its way, however. It settled instead for an interim solution 
that further damaged Soviet standing. The decision to build the Berlin wall was 
Khrushchev’s alone. During a long conversation with Ulbricht on 1 August he 
announced his decision “to encircle Berlin with a steel ring.” His offer to rein-
force the number of Soviet divisions in Germany only made Ulbricht nervous, 
however.98 Anxious lest Bonn react by implementing trade sanctions, Ulbricht 
wanted prior warning, but Khrushchev was having none of it.99 Preparations 
were conducted in the tightest secrecy. Nothing was communicated to East 
Berlin in code or even by the Kremlin’s special telephone line.100 “Naturally, 
the GDR would not close the border without us,” Khrushchev told ambassador 
Kroll. “Of course, we shut the border; this was done at our request, though tech-
nically it was carried out by the GDR as it is a German issue.”101

The Berlin wall went up during the night of 12–13 August, effectively making 
East Berlin a part of the GDR and cutting off West Berlin.102 Western intel-
ligence had been caught napping.103 This ugly scar threatened allied rights in 
the city and raised the political temperature considerably as those seeking to 
escape were shot dead. The potential for miscalculation on either side was real. 
Yet, and this increasingly became a source of anxiety, Khrushchev had persis-
tently ridiculed the very notion of miscalculation at the Vienna summit.104 It 
would take a crisis bringing both sides to the brink of war for Moscow as well as 
Washington to realize the importance of very real dangers in the thermonuclear 
era.

Khrushchev still thought war remote, however. At Pitsunda on 17 August he 
assured Ho Chi Minh: “At present, in our opinion, the real danger of war break-
ing out is about 3–5 percent. But war may break out by accident, and we are 
ready for it.” The appointment of Marshal Ivan Kon’ev Commander-in-Chief 
of the Group of Soviet Forces in Germany buttressed this fi rm line. The policy 
described to Ho allowed for a measure of threat. It was one of “logic and a big 
stick.” Should a German settlement be secured, the ultimate prize lured him 
on: “Regulation of the German question will create a completely new situation 
in Western Europe. . . . It is currently scarcely possible to presuppose that West 
Germany would dare attack socialist countries. It has not got the strength to do 
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it. At the same time it is suffi ciently powerful to try to improve its position at 
the expense of its western neighbors. The main avenger now in Europe is West 
Germany. It is worth the Western Powers thinking about this.”105

To discourage agitation about the Wall, Moscow decided on 31 August to 
resume nuclear testing and to implement a range of measures buttressing its 
position in Eastern Europe. “This reminded the Western Powers of the real 
balance of power and the need to take it into account,” recalls Petr Abrasimov, 
quondam ambassador to the GDR.106 Moreover, Khrushchev did not drop the 
German question with the erection of the Wall. The Belgian representative 
to NATO was told that Khrushchev “would continue to use Berlin as a means 
of pressuring [the] allies and in this connection quoted Chekhov’s story of [a] 
fi sherman who was called before [a] judge for having stolen spikes and ties from 
[a] railroad which he used to weight his fi shing line. [The] accused in defense 
offered [the] fact that he had never removed enough spikes or ties to put [a] 
train off balance.”107

The aim was entirely as foreseen and the very reason why de Gaulle ada-
mantly refused even to negotiate on the subject of Berlin: if Moscow succeeded 
in decoupling Berlin from the allies, then Bonn would draw the lesson that they 
could no longer rely on NATO. Having read deciphered dispatches belonging 
to the other side, in October 1961 Khrushchev assured Britain’s ambassador that 
if Bonn lost faith in the West, “they will turn to us. They have no place else 
to go.”108 But when? To Kennedy’s press secretary Pierre Salinger in Moscow, 
Khrushchev vilifi ed Adenauer as “a dangerous and senile old man. The only 
way Adenauer could reunite Germany,” he insisted, “is through war, and he 
hasn’t got the courage to do that.”109 This anger indicated severe stress from 
growing pressure to obtain results. The new British ambassador, Sir Frank Rob-
erts, did not differ from his predecessor Sir Patrick Reilly in concluding that 
“Khrushchev had staked his prestige entirely on settling the Berlin question.”110 
Sulzberger interviewed Khrushchev in early September and was struck by his 
“continual use of the word ‘prestige.”’ He sensed that “Khrushchev really wants 
informal contact—not through diplomats—and he would like to circumvent 
his own foreign offi ce and government and save his own prestige.”111 That is 
precisely what comrades feared.

In January 1961 Khrushchev had reasserted the Party’s commitment to na-
tional liberation movements. But this was essentially a rhetorical fl ourish de-
signed to appease critics, and not just dissentient China, with whom relations 
had been deteriorating. When Khrushchev held talks with Mao in 1954 he said, 
“A confl ict between China and ourselves is inevitable.” At root Mao could not 
bear the thought that any other Communist Party stood above China in the 
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hierarchy.112 Thus Moscow never placed Beijing’s claim to a permanent seat on 
the UN Security Council ahead of other, more pressing priorities: the German 
question and the creation of a modus vivendi with Washington. Mao became 
the ever more irate backseat driver in the Soviet car, forever chiding Khru-
shchev for attempting to seek détente with Eisenhower. Kennedy seemed a soft 
target of opportunity. For Moscow, facing West rather than East, Asia was always 
a secondary priority.

Nothing underscored Khrushchev’s priorities more than his statement to Ho 
on 19 August 1961 that “the German question is now more important than that 
of Laos and takes up all our time.” In Laos the communist Pathet Lao had been 
engaged in an insurgency since July 1959. What Ho sought was aid for the Pathet 
Lao that would enable the creation of an army of 10,000 men. By taking and 
holding neighboring Laos, Hanoi could assure lines of supply to forces fi ghting 
in the South. Khrushchev instead favored “a more fl exible policy” of sustaining 
the more neutralist Souvanaphouma in power. Souvanaphouma was unstable 
but he “already fears us more than the imperialists.” He was not a communist 
any more than was Castro, but he had his uses. Ho needed to rectify his line, 
Khrushchev insisted. “We send weapons for Laos via Vietnam; you redistribute 
them, but you redistribute them wrongly. This has to be corrected.”113

Warned by Eisenhower that this was the key to peace in Southeast Asia, Ken-
nedy had expressed his concerns about Laos with Khrushchev in Vienna. Both 
had agreed that the country was, in Kennedy’s words, “of no strategic impor-
tance and was not vital to either side.”114 Some kind of deal was feasible. But 
Hanoi never found it advantageous to observe any such accommodation; and 
this was Vietnam’s backyard, whereas Moscow was working from a tremendous 
distance that made enforcement well nigh impossible. Moreover, Kennedy was 
as reluctant as Dulles and Eisenhower to risk the domestic fallout of coming to 
terms with Beijing. Thus the problem of neutralizing revolution in Indochina 
as a whole was bound to persist because China had every interest in causing 
trouble for Washington, there and elsewhere.

THE SINO-SOVIET SPLIT

Washington had known of cracks in Sino-Soviet unity for some considerable 
time. But policy making and execution under Eisenhower from 1952 to 1959 
lay in the hands of Assistant Secretary of State Robertson. A Virginia Demo-
crat and businessman, Robertson had served in Chungking from 1945 to 1946 
as  minister-counselor. He felt strongly that Chiang had been betrayed by not 
granting him $500 million in aid and by letting Russia into Manchuria. His 
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 notoriously strong personal ties with Chiang and the China lobby in Congress 
gave him special status. Mindful of public opinion, Dulles always worked 
through him on Far Eastern matters. Robertson also maintains that “there was 
never any division on any basic issue. We worked together in complete har-
mony.” Robertson loathed Britain, whose recognition of Communist China he 
considered “a fatal mistake.” Worse than that: “the British were opposed to tak-
ing any action in Asia to stem the Communist aggression,” he later refl ected. 
“They gave a token support in Korea, but only a token support.” And they failed 
to join the United States in propping up the French in Indochina.115

On Robertson’s watch, no attempt was countenanced to exploit Sino-Soviet 
differences that accepted continued communist control of China. In May 1955, 
asked “if he had heard any reports about diffi culties between Russia and China 
or shooting on the border,” Robertson said “he had heard none. Furthermore, 
he added, even if there were diffi culties on a local basis, they would be unim-
portant. The interests of the two countries lie together. Robertson claims that 
already in 1940, Mao Tse-tung was writing that he wanted to support world 
communism under Soviet leadership. . . . Robertson said he recently told 
Dulles there is no hope whatsoever of Mao Tse-tung becoming a ‘Titoist.’ He 
told Dulles that Mao is as loyal to his own principles as Dulles is loyal to the 
principles taught him by his father, a Presbyterian preacher.”116 The problem 
for US intelligence reading an ever-growing number of increasingly large tea 
leaves was to convince the administration that differences were genuine and 
growing apace.

On 28 February 1957 proposals even reached the NSC to recognize Beijing 
in return for good behavior. But Dulles argued strongly against, with Eisen-
hower’s support.117 It took over a decade and in much worse circumstances 
for Washington to return to the issue. Meanwhile, in June 1959 with a US 
summit ahead, Khrushchev told Mao that Moscow would not be donating the 
prototype for atomic weapons because of the test-ban negotiations. Later that 
year, a Sino-Indian border clash prompted a TASS statement regretting the 
incident in view of the forthcoming US-Soviet summit at Camp David. China 
took offense. Mao argued, “The Khrushchev people are very naïve. He does 
not understand Marxism, and is easily fooled by imperialism.” Mao still hoped 
to avoid a breach but believed, even after the abandonment of the Paris sum-
mit, “that the basic thinking of Khrushchev of dominating the world through 
US-Soviet cooperation has not changed.”118 Chou, for example, described the 
withdrawal of Soviet experts in 1957 as Khrushchev lifting a rock “only to drop 
it on his own feet.”119 Indeed, it was fear of the United States that kept China 
within the Soviet bloc: as Liu Shao-Ch’ih indicated after returning from a ma-
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jor collision with Khrushchev at the Moscow conference of Communist Parties 
in November–December 1960.120

In August 1961 Moscow expelled troublesome and self-obsessed Tirana from 
the Warsaw Pact, prompting Chinese accusation of killing the chicken “to 
frighten the monkeys.”121 But China’s criticism alienated Khrushchev still fur-
ther: “We used to be in great need of your support. But now it’s different, now 
we’re in a much better position, and we’ll walk our own way.”122 Nonprolifera-
tion was in the air: Moscow aimed at Bonn; Washington, at Beijing. But what 
fi nally killed the relationship was the border war between China and India on 
22 October 1962. The manner in which Khrushchev switched positions within a 
matter of days from a relatively pro-Chinese to a pro-Indian position in parallel 
with the shift from confrontation with Washington over missiles in Cuba and 
agreement on withdrawal was just too much for Beijing to swallow.123

No change was made until Nixon came to power after voicing a major recon-
sideration. The infl exibility of the Democrats was further to be seen in respect 
of Vietnam and also Cuba. It was never entirely clarifi ed whether the process 
of containment was containment of the Sino-Soviet bloc or of communism in 
general. If it were merely containment of Soviet and Chinese power, then a 
differentiated and nuanced approach to the rest of the world communist move-
ment made sense. But if, of course, it were fundamentally ideological, then 
concessions to any burgeoning communist movement was detrimental to the 
cause. Failure to face up to this question and clarify policy confi ned US foreign 
policy making to a straightjacket inherited from the past and exacerbated the 
irritation of NATO Europe at US priorities.

The contrast with military strategy is striking. Here there was greater readi-
ness to review policy; yet even here changes in doctrine were cosmetic rather 
than substantial and the result somewhat muddled. A consequence of the Ber-
lin crisis was reappraisal of the “massive retaliation” strategy under SIOP-62. 
Democrats sought to improve on the infl exibility of the Eisenhower administra-
tion, criticized by Professor Henry Kissinger from Harvard, in respect of nuclear 
war planning. SIOP-62 was essentially a second-strike strategy responding to a 
Soviet attack. The question raised by Berlin was what would be appropriate to 
a Soviet attack not on the United States but on a more limited objective, such 
as West Berlin. All-out nuclear war was scarcely a credible response. In trying 
to defend Berlin with conventional forces on the ground, an escalation of the 
level of force deployed by the other side was likely, and this could rise at some 
stage to approximate general war.

The execution of SIOP-62 would kill an estimated 37 percent of the So-
viet population. “Is this really an appropriate next step after the repulse of a 
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 three-division attack across the zonal border between East and West Germany? 
Will the President be willing to take it?” Instead, Professor Carl Kaysen, an 
economist and deputy to Kennedy’s national security adviser MacGeorge 
Bundy, advocated what became known as “fl exible response,” including the ini-
tiation of a nuclear fi rst strike planned for the occasion, focusing on the smallest 
possible list of targets. These targets were Soviet long-range systems that could 
hit the United States. Having ruled out B-47 and B-52 bombers because they 
could easily be detected and hit by SAMs, Kaysen stated that what were needed 
were relatively small numbers of planes with low-altitude penetration because 
“at present, the USSR has little capability for active defense against very low 
altitude attacks” (NIE 11–3-61, July 1961). The chosen instruments of delivery 
were therefore most obviously “overseas-based or carrier-based aircraft.”124

Although USAF procurement followed suit, little came of this strategic reap-
praisal in terms of an alternative strategy to all-out nuclear war. France reso-
lutely opposed the idea. Only after it left the integrated military structure of 
NATO was Washington able to obtain acceptance of “fl exible response,” in 
1967. And by the end of that decade it had an array of dual-capable aircraft 
(the F-111, F-111A, A-4s, and A-6s) that could accomplish counterforce missions. 
Because of its potential for a fi rst strike against Soviet command, control, and 
communications, Moscow became increasingly obsessed with their removal. 
Both American and Russian offi cers thought in terms of the possibility of a 
fi rst strike, launching missiles before the enemy’s missiles reached their targets. 
In this sense the distinction between preemption and launch-on-warning was 
marginal. This was certainly not what the military on each side wished to hear 
discussed beyond the closed circle. Indeed, during the strategic arms limitation 
talks (SALT) that began at the end of the decade a Soviet general complained to 
his US counterpart that the subject of launch-on-warning should not be raised 
with civilians present and that, “as a military man,” General Allison “should 
have known the answer to that question.”125

OVERCOMING US STRATEGIC SUPERIORITY

Diplomatic relations between Havana and Moscow were opened on 7 May 
1960. Under American eyes on 10 September the fi rst signifi cant shipment 
of armaments arrived via Czechoslovakia.126 Subsequent to the abortive US-
 sponsored invasion at Playa Girón, between 4 August and 30 September 1961 
Moscow signed two agreements pledging more armaments over the following 
three years. Growing Cuban-Soviet cooperation was paralleled by Havana’s 
transition toward a Soviet-style regime. On 16 April, the day after the Americans 
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started bombing Cuban airfi elds, Castro declared the Cuban revolution to be 
socialist. On 2 December he proclaimed his government Marxist-Leninist.

Cuba, however, remained on the periphery of Khrushchev’s vision. At the 
Presidium on 8 January 1962 he made clear that compromise on Berlin was 
unacceptable. “It would be better not to have an agreement and to preserve 
for ourselves the initiative of exerting pressure at the necessary moment and 
the necessary place on the question of West Berlin than to have an agreement 
that does not satisfy us.” He insisted that “now we must prepare for the fi nal 
showdown over West Berlin.”127 And when Anatoly Dobrynin was briefed by 
Khrushchev prior to taking charge of the Washington embassy in March 1962, 
the conversation focused on Germany. Khrushchev was primarily preoccupied 
with gaining leverage over the West to secure a satisfactory settlement. He then 
complained of the emplacement by the United States of missiles in neighbor-
ing Turkey “under the very nose of the Soviet Union” and said of US nuclear 
capabilities, “It’s high time their long arms were cut shorter.”128

For Khrushchev the failure to make progress on Germany underlined the im-
portance of catching up. In an off-the-record meeting at the height of the crisis 
on Cuba, 16 October 1962, Secretary of State Dean Rusk commented, “Berlin 
is . . . very much involved in this . . . for the fi rst time, I’m beginning really to 
wonder whether maybe Mr. Khrushchev is entirely rational about Berlin.”129 In-
deed, a CIA assessment subsequently argued that in his frustration Khrushchev 
“made a fi nal, unsuccessful attempt in 1962 to break the East-West deadlock 
over the German question with a badly miscalculated venture to place strategic 
missiles in Cuba.”130 Talks on Germany between Russians and Americans had 
continued since the construction of the Berlin wall on 13 August 1961 but made 
no progress.

In March 1962 discussions began between Gromyko and Rusk, though it im-
mediately became clear that substantial progress through mutual compromise 
was unlikely. France refused to participate because of Khrushchev’s barefaced 
blackmail at a time he had twenty divisions in the Soviet group of forces in 
Germany.131 Poland, not wishing to see postwar frontiers change or Germany 
reunited under any regime, misled the United States into believing that con-
cessions could be found. It was only a month later, however, that Khrushchev 
persuaded the leadership to accept the insertion of missiles in Cuba.

New evidence suggests that one major motivation behind Khrushchev’s de-
cision was realization that the West now knew he had insignifi cant strategic 
nuclear forces. What utterly undermined Khrushchev’s bluff was a piece of luck 
for British intelligence which, given the nature of things, meant a welcome gift 
to Washington. In Moscow MI6 was headed by Roderick (Ruari) Chisholm, 
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who had worked in Berlin focusing on members of the Soviet armed forces 
until his sudden withdrawal at short notice in June 1955.132 Under cover as visa 
offi cer, he and his wife, Anne (Janet), second secretary, arrived in Moscow on 
1 July 1960. In December a disillusioned colonel in the GRU, Oleg Pen’kovskii, 
then forty-one years of age, met British businessman Greville Wynne, part of a 
larger delegation, at the Leningradskaya Hotel. The following month the KGB 
fi rst observed suspicious behavior by Pen’kovskii during an operation conducted 
against the Canadian commercial attaché and a representative of the National 
Research Council.133 This resulted in no action, however; just a note in the fi le. 
At a follow-up meeting in the restaurant at the Natsional Hotel in April 1961 
Pen’kovskii told Wynne about himself, his work in the GRU, and the wish to 
cooperate with MI6. On 20 April in London at the Mount Royal Hotel he met 
senior members of both MI6 and CIA. His recruitment was secured and he was 
given the code name “Young.”134

Pen’kovskii had access to military secrets that was unusual. He was married 
to the daughter of Lieutenant General Gapanovich (1896–1952), offi cer com-
manding the Kiev military district. He was also a protégé of Marshal Sergei 
Varentsov (1901–1971), commander-in-chief of artillery and onetime lead candi-
date to head the Strategic Missile Forces, demoted to major general following 
Pen’kovskii’s execution. After further training in missile technology Pen’kovskii 
worked at the State Committee on the Coordination of Scientifi c Research 
work on Gorky Street (now Tverskaya) headed by Kosygin’s son-in-law Dzher-
men Gvishiani.135 A “vengeful person” who liked the good life but was denied 
further promotion when the KGB discovered that his father died an offi cer 
opposed to the Bolsheviks, Pen’kovskii provided key insights into the state of 
Soviet defenses.

At his fi rst debriefi ng on 20 April 1961 Pen’kovskii insisted that Kennedy 
should be “fi rm,” that Khrushchev was “not ready for any war.”136 Subsequently 
he revealed what Gvishiani had told him in confi dence: “You know . . . with 
respect to ICBMs, up to now we don’t have a damn thing. Everything is only 
on paper, and there is nothing in actual existence.”137 Problems had arisen with 
electronics that complicated construction of effective guidance systems.138 Fur-
thermore Pen’kovskii reported that there was “a diffi cult situation in the country 
right now. Everything is subordinated to the armaments race. . . . Everything is 
going for rockets [sic].”139 This intelligence proved critical. In 1961 three pieces 
of evidence intersected to provide cross-confi rmation: fi rst, the discovery that 
Moscow was testing second-generation ICBMs, which, so soon after the fi rst-
generation tests, suggested limited deployment of fi rst-generation weapons; 
second, two satellite reconnaissance missions in June–July 1961 clearly identi-
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fi ed individual ICBM deployments in the fi eld; and, lastly, the information 
from Pen’kovskii. It turned out that the USSR had only four operational ICBM 
launchers as of 1 September.140 And it was not until 1964 that any submarine-
launched intercontinental ballistic missiles (SLBMs) were deployed.141 Wash-
ington was thereby fi nally capable of assessing the true balance of power vis-à-
vis Moscow with a high degree of accuracy. Khrushchev was evidently bluffi ng. 
There was no missile gap against the United States; rather the reverse. At Ken-
nedy’s request on 21 October 1961 Deputy Secretary of Defense Roswell Gil-
patric publicly refuted the myth.142 Thus Khrushchev’s declaration to atomic 
physicists that the Presidium had agreed on renewed testing of the 100-megaton 
superbomb to place “the sword of Damocles above the imperialists” was a futile 
gesture and he knew it.143

Chisholm had been careful not to be seen with Pen’kovskii, who was able 
to travel abroad for his work and thus extensive debriefi ng. In Moscow Anne, 
with her three small children and baby as cover, was the liaison. At the fi rst 
meeting he had reportedly placed seven rolls of Minox microfi lm on missiles 
in the pram.144 All went well until the afternoon of 30 December 1961 when 
agents trailing Anne saw her come out of a courtyard on Maly Sukharevskii 
Pereulok. Moments later a man whom the agents could not readily identify 
also emerged. Suspicions were aroused when precisely the same sequence of 
events occurred on 19 January 1962. Instead of following Anne, the men fol-
lowed her apparent contact to his place of work and then to his apartment at 36 
Maxim Gorky Naberezhnaya along the Moscow River. They were astonished at 
what they found. Telescopic observation into Pen’kovskii’s fl at from the oppo-
site side of the bank then determined that he was photographing material taken 
home. As soon as it became known that Pen’kovskii was GRU, the case, hith-
erto handled by head of the KGB’s second department (counterintelligence) 
Ivan Markelov, was handed over to Oleg Gribanov, head of the second chief 
directorate.145

Thus by the end of March 1962, when Pen’kovskii attended a reception at 
the British embassy in the company of colleagues and Anne thereafter broke off 
all direct contact,146 it was already too late. Khrushchev will have realized that 
Washington now knew the truth about the inadequacy of Soviet intercontinen-
tal missile capabilities. Indeed, the R-16 was, in the words of missile engineer 
Sergei Khrushchev, “in no way comparable to the ‘Minuteman’ missile. . . . The 
nitrogen acid corroding the missile tanks made it impossible for missiles to be 
kept in launch readiness, fi lled with fuel.” As a result of such problems, the fi rst 
R-16s were not deployed until “just prior to the Cuban Missile Crisis.”147 Even 
then, its inaccuracy (circular error probable) was two to three kilometers.148
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The public statement by Gilpatric on 21 October 1961 describing US nuclear 
superiority was clearly based on inside knowledge. At the Presidium on 8 Janu-
ary 1962 Khrushchev complained that ambassador Thompson had found out 
Dobrynin was destined as the next ambassador to Washington. Other leaks also 
worried him: “I think the Americans have someone in our intelligence, because 
certain materials are leaking out that are quite close to the truth.”149 MI6, too, 
appeared “exceptionally informed about our state’s decisions and government 
directives.” This was attributed to advances in eavesdropping technology.150 To 
avoid indicating that Soviet counterintelligence had discovered who was spying 
for the West, Pen’kovskii was allowed to continue unhindered except for any 
foreign travel (which may well have alerted him to something unusual). The 
damage had anyhow been done.

The paucity of intercontinental missiles on land was more than matched by 
the absence of a comparable capability at sea. Hitherto the Soviet navy was the 
orphan of the fi ghting services. It amounted to little more than a submarine 
fl eet designed to protect coastal waters: 465 vessels deployed between 1947 and 
1960.151 Khrushchev had refused to implement plans for aircraft carriers that 
could alone provide air cover for a blue-water fl eet that Navy Minister Admi-
ral Nikolai Kuznetsov was promulgating.152 From January 1954 missile-builder 
Sergei Korolev had been experimenting with submarine-launched ballistic 
missiles, beginning with D-1.153 The proposal to build SLBMs originated with 
Admiral Lev Vladimirskii, chairman of the Naval Scientifi c and Technology 
Committee, in a memorandum to Khrushchev and Bulganin in February 1956. 
On 18 May 1957 the Politburo sanctioned work to that end and on 6 December 
defi ned the manner of its implementation.154 A key problem was launching 
from beneath the surface. Finally, in February 1962 the R-21 missile was suc-
cessfully tested from under water, but not until March 1963 did the D-4 missile 
system fi nally came into service.155 Even then, according to General Makhmut 
Gareev, “SLBMs only had an accuracy for use against economic potential and 
industrial infrastructure and therefore were very poor weapons for anything but 
retaliatory strikes. Communications to SSBNs were not suffi ciently responsive 
to rely on in an initial response or a retaliatory-meeting strike.”156 The sub-
marine fl eet was predominantly diesel, which meant these vessels also had to 
surface to recharge their batteries and were thereby further exposed to attack 
from the Americans.

The worst of it was that Khrushchev had pivoted his security policy on Rus-
sia’s ballistic missile strength. The US capability for massive destruction made 
it ever more urgent that Moscow catch up. And Soviet military planners had 
formulated a new doctrine to meet the American threat. This amounted to 
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focusing on preemption given that retaliation was impracticable. Rethinking 
had begun in 1960 and was virtually acknowledged by the summer of 1961. The 
dilemma faced was ably outlined by US intelligence:

They see a rapidly expanding nuclear attack force in the United States and 
feel the blanket of secrecy over their own strategic forces gradually receding. 
They are faced with the prospect of not being able to deliver an effective sec-
ond strike in a nuclear war and they are aware of this. They seem to reason in 
drawing up a doctrine for the start of war, that only by striking fi rst, by blunt-
ing much of the enemy’s attack forces, can the USSR survive the fi rst nuclear 
phase of the war.

This doctrine was enunciated by Malinovsky at the Twenty-second Party Con-
gress in October 1961. By that time, Washington learned, Moscow had “already 
taken steps to speed up the process of making the decision to go to war as well 
as the implementation of that decision. These steps include the assignment of 
the strategic missile forces to a Supreme High Command, which exercises ex-
clusive control over their deployment and use, and the placing of Khrushchev 
at the head of the country’s strategic arm in the post of Supreme High Com-
mander.” It was believed that this post “enables Khrushchev personally, without 
prior consultation with the ruling collegium [sic], to push the war button.” Pre-
emption necessarily meant targeting the enemy’s forces rather than population 
centers. To succeed in preemption the Russians added up the enemy’s targets 
to calculate force needs.157 The pressure on Khrushchev was thus accentuated 
by a new doctrine evolved by the military that required an ability to target suc-
cessfully as much of the US intercontinental capability as practicable. In the 
circumstances an attempted shortcut to the solution was inevitable.

CRISIS OVER CUBA

Meanwhile Khrushchev desperately sought to make up the strategic imbal-
ance with the Unites States. According to Mikoyan’s younger son, just before 
Khrushchev embarked on a trip to Bulgaria toward the end of April 1962, he 
took a walk in the garden with First Deputy Chairman Mikoyan (their datchas 
being close). This was how Khrushchev tried out most of his “hare-brained” 
foreign policy initiatives. Given Mikoyan’s personal knowledge of Havana, 
Khrushchev raised the idea of putting medium- and intermediate-range nuclear 
missiles in Cuba. Mikoyan was opposed, not least because he felt Washington 
would fi nd out before they were installed, though Khrushchev intended put-
ting them in under cover, to reveal them only after the congressional elections 
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in November. Mikoyan also thought Castro likely to object because it might 
prompt rather than deter an invasion.158 Khrushchev found support, however, 
from Malinovsky and his deputy Biryuzov (“a not very intelligent person” on 
Mikoyan’s view).159

During a trip to Leningrad on 3–4 May, having dismissed the need for a sur-
face fl eet, Khrushchev now saw it as a real possibility as a consequence of mis-
siles in Cuba to rectify the imbalance. He told representatives of the military-
industrial complex and the fl eet: “The Americans often send squadrons of their 
ships to other countries and by this means exert infl uence to a certain extent 
on the policies of these countries. It wouldn’t be bad if we also had such a navy 
that could be sent to those countries where in the circumstances it could be of 
use to us, for example, in Cuba, in the countries of Africa, etc.” He added: “It is 
well nigh time ‘to put on long trousers.’ Now we are still living through a period 
of transition. For the time being there exists a balance of our military power 
with the enemy. But soon this balance will be broken to our advantage and we 
will have to activate ourselves. And here at some time the leading role will be 
played by the navy.”160

The decision to put missiles into Cuba inevitably had implications for resolu-
tion of the German question, the imbalance to US advantage proving decisive. 
Khrushchev’s reasoning was: “If we took an extreme position on this question 
then we would refrain from taking the offensive. And this would be wrong. We 
have to take the offensive, we must do so having thought it through: in this 
game we must not be like the gambler who stakes everything in his pocket and 
then grabs his revolver and shoots himself. We shouldn’t ever be like the gam-
bler; we haven’t the right to be so; nothing would prompt us to this.”161 Martha 
Mautner, covering Germany at the US Bureau of Intelligence and Research 
(INR), found the administration initially reluctant to see the connection. But, 
she notes: “Those of us who were familiar with the German scene were always 
convinced that the Cuban missile crisis had very little to do with Cuba per se. 
We saw it as a Khrushchev ploy to create a military equation which would allow 
him to put pressure on us to force negotiations on Berlin.”162

General Anatoly Gribkov, then head of the Operations Department of the 
General Staff and deputy secretary to the Defense Council chaired by Khru-
shchev, has insisted that the dominant idea was “never said in public, but ev-
erybody understood it very clearly: that the ratio of forces was by far [sic] not 
in favor of the Soviet Union. In terms of nuclear warheads, we had a 1-to-17 
disadvantage against the US. . . . As for delivery vehicles that could hit the 
continental United States from the Soviet Union, we only had 25 delivery ve-
hicles.”163 What he did not say was how ill informed the rest of the leadership 
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were about the state of Soviet missile capabilities. In justifying to the Presidium 
a sharp cut in the army announced in January 1960—prompting resignations in 
protest from Chief of the General Staff Sokolovskii and Commander-in-Chief 
of the Warsaw Pact Marshal Ivan Kon’ev—Khrushchev had argued that these 
unilateral measures did “not undermine our defense capability,” because “we 
are in an excellent situation with missile construction: strictly speaking, we now 
have a range of missiles for the resolution of any military problem whether long 
or short range.” And, he claimed, “We have much improved the serial produc-
tion of these missiles.”164 Khrushchev was therefore not in a position to clarify 
the true rationale for missiles in Cuba to the others whom he had systematically 
misled about the state of the country’s defense capability.

Inevitably swift enhancement of the Soviet nuclear capability vis-à-vis the 
United States, outfl anking its early warning system—BMEWS—that faced 
north, promised Khrushchev dividends in the event of another crisis over Ber-
lin. France had pressed ahead with developing its own atomic bomb in the 
belief that the United States could not be trusted to risk its own security for Eu-
rope if Russia had matching nuclear fi repower. Since 1957 Bonn had increas-
ingly acted on this same supposition, and Adenauer by no means felt bound by 
the unilateral declaration made in 1954 to renounce the development of the 
bomb or the acceptance of such weapons for his own forces. Initially France 
had offered to share. When this became impracticable, Bonn pressed for its 
own from 1957. If Khrushchev could demonstrate publicly a checkmate in the 
strategic military balance, would not Germany hesitate in its reliance upon the 
United States and turn, perhaps, to Russia for a fi nal settlement? From Decem-
ber 1961 this could not be ruled out. Under Adenauer’s instructions his ambas-
sador in Moscow encouraged belief that a settlement was possible. On 27 De-
cember Khrushchev took the bait and issued Bonn with a long memorandum 
opening with the fl attering suggestion that “the Soviet Union and the Federal 
Republic are the largest states in Europe.”165 But by March 1962 Moscow had 
decided that Bonn was merely fl irting. A calculated risk thus seemed worth-
while. Boosted by the apparent practicality of the Cuban scheme, on 12 May 
Khrushchev told Salinger that he could not recognize the right of the allies to 
station troops in Berlin. He rejected the recent US compromise of establishing 
an “access authority” to safeguard allied access in the event of the threatened 
Soviet-GDR peace treaty while maintaining formal nonrecognition of the East 
German regime.

It was only a little after a week later, on 20 May, heading home from Bul-
garia, that Khrushchev fi nally broached the idea of missiles in Cuba with For-
eign Minister Gromyko. He, however, warned that this could cause a political 
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 explosion in Washington—of this he was “absolutely certain, and this had to be 
taken into account.”166 Gromyko was, however, not a member of the Presidium, 
so his opinion could safely be disregarded, as it frequently was. Undeterred by 
advice to the contrary, on 21 May Khrushchev presented the Presidium with his 
scheme, plans for which came to another meeting on 24 May. It would be “an 
offensive policy.” Only along the subheading and not in the record of what was 
decided appear the words “aid to Cuba.”167 In the discussion Mikoyan was the 
fi rst to voice objections; others also expressed doubts but tried to avoid commit-
ting themselves. He later described the plan as “pure adventure,” but he also 
counted on Castro rejecting the proposal.168 The majority agreed, however, and 
according to tradition since 1929, the fi nal result was that all members present 
signed their assent.169 The leadership thus resolved: “1. To approve operation 
‘Anadyr’ in its entirety and unanimously. (On receipt of F. Castro’s agreement.) 
2. To send a commission to Fidel Castro for negotiations.”170

Colonel General Semyon Ivanov, secretary to the Defense Council, told his 
deputy, Gribkov, of the decision taken in the strictest secrecy to send  Soviet 
forces to Cuba, ironically named operation Anadyr (the name of an  Arctic 
river). Generals Gribkov, Eliseev, and Kotov were to plan the operation. The 
initial proposal was ready after two days and came to the Party leadership am-
biguously entitled “On the creation of a group of forces in Cuba.”171 Under 
the plan a group of forces, including all types of weapons under joint com-
mand, was to be dispatched. The strategic missiles were those of the 43rd di-
vision, consisting of three regiments of medium-range SS-4s (the R-12) in 
24 silos and two regiments of SS-5s (the R-14) in 16 silos, with ranges from 2.5 
to 4.5 thousand kilometers.172 The R-12s would be able to reach the southern 
United States; the R-14s would be in a position to attack the entire country with 
the exception of the northwest coast. And since BMEWS faced north to Canada, 
not south to Central America, Washington would have no advance notice of at-
tack. Instructions to attack could come only from Moscow. The commander’s 
orders ran: “The missile forces constituting the basis of the defense of the Soviet 
Union and the island of Cuba must be in readiness on a signal from Moscow to 
deliver a nuclear strike against the most important targets in the United States of 
America.”173 In addition, four separate motor rifl e regiments would accompany 
these forces. The total number of men would amount to 44,000. Tactical nuclear 
weapons would also be deployed.174 The request from Marshal Zakharov that 
the offi cer commanding, General Pliev, be given the right to deploy these in-
dependently of Moscow in the event of invasion was blocked by Malinovsky.175

A delegation left for Cuba on 28–29 May, including a candidate member of 
the Presidium overseeing the Third World, Sharaf Rashidov, along with Biryu-
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zov, Deputy Chief of the Air Staff Lieutenant General Ushakov, and Major 
General Ageev (representing the Operations Directorate).176 Their report giv-
ing details of the operation was then accepted formally by the Presidium on 10 
June.177 Biryuzov assured one and all that “the terrain allows for concealment 
of all the work” undertaken.178 Two days later Pliev arrived in Cuba to decide 
on the deployment details.179 At the end of June Raúl Castro came to Moscow 
and initialed a treaty.180 After changes, including removal of the misleading as-
sertion that Havana had requested the missiles,181 the treaty was fi nally signed 
by Guevara in Moscow on 27 August.182 By then shipment of equipment and 
men had already begun—on 12 July, continuing for the next three months.183 
The Maria Ul’yanova docked with the fi rst crates on 26 July; a further nine 
shipments arrived in the four days following.184 The R-12s were scheduled to be 
ready for launch on 28 October; the R-14s on 15 December, the date now set for 
Khrushchev’s appearance at the UN.185

Much has been made of the assertion that the missiles were installed purely 
to defend Cuba. But Khrushchev told Alekseev, Moscow’s new ambassador to 
Havana, that once the missiles were installed, “we will be able to talk to the 
Americans as equals.”186 And Havana remained resolutely skeptical of Khru-
shchev’s purported motivations. They too believed that the global power bal-
ance was at stake. The larger strategic purpose was clear to Biryuzov while in 
Cuba.187 It was also what Castro told Mikoyan on 5 November 1962.188 Alekseev 
said that the Cuban leadership, above all Castro, “did not believe or understand 
that, in connection with the Caribbean crisis, the Soviet Union’s aim was to 
ensure Cuba’s independence and her rescue from invasion” despite “all the 
Soviet efforts.”189 And Castro told Le Monde in March 1963: “It was explained 
to us that, in accepting them [the missiles], we would be reinforcing the so-
cialist camp on a world scale. . . . This was not to assure our own defense, but 
above all to reinforce socialism on an international level. This is the truth even 
if other explanations are furnished elsewhere.”190 As he revealed many years 
later, Cuba could equally have been protected by a treaty of mutual assistance. 
“The United States,” he pointed out, “has many of these pacts throughout 
the world, and they are respected.”191 Something else was afoot, and that was 
Germany.

Khrushchev was still actively pressing Washington on the German question. 
Ambassador Thompson had come to the end of his term. Two days before de-
parture, on 25 July, Thompson called on Khrushchev to bid good-bye. In a 
thinly veiled threat he asked “whether it would be better for him [Kennedy 
that the] Berlin question [were] brought to a head before or after our Con-
gressional elections. He did not want to make things more diffi cult for [the] 
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President—and in fact would like to help him.”192 No particular concern was 
expressed for the defense of Cuba.

Nuclear warheads began reaching the island mid-August 1962. The follow-
ing month missiles, bombers, and tactical nuclear missiles appeared.193 On 
6 September at Pitsunda, unable to contain himself, Khrushchev complained 
to US Secretary of the Interior Stuart Udall that Kennedy did not have the 
courage to resolve the German problem. The situation was “no longer toler-
able. A treaty will inevitably be signed. If we and the President can agree,” 
he added, “then there will be great opportunities for cooperation in science, 
technology, and outer space. Without a solution to this problem, our relations 
will continue to be cancerous and exacerbated. So we will help him solve the 
problem. We will put him in a situation where it is necessary to solve it. We will 
give him a choice—go to war, or sign a peace treaty.”194 His throwaway com-
ment that “out of respect for your President we won’t do anything until Novem-
ber” again looks alarmingly pointed in retrospect given the simultaneous timing 
of missile readiness and the congressional elections.195 A TASS statement on 
11 September then hinted at a direct connection between events in Cuba—as 
yet unknown to Washington—and in Berlin.196 That day Soviet forces went 
into their highest state of readiness since the start of the Cold War. It included 
“some unprecedented activity among offensive forces.” The alert ended ten 
days later. But the day after the crucial U-2 overfl ight that identifi ed the mis-
siles in place (15 October), Soviet forces “went into a preliminary . . . stage 
of alert.”197

The deadline set by Khrushchev was hard to meet, given the intense scru-
tiny by Western intelligence of these protracted voyages from the Barents Sea, 
the Baltic, and from the Black Sea where these heavily laden vessels had to 
pass through the tight mouth of the Dardanelles into Mediterranean and past 
Gibraltar before the Atlantic crossing. One sergeant on board, Alexei Maslov, 
recalls his trip on the Bavier. “West German intelligence, for instance, was in-
terested in the cargo that we were carrying while sailing through the Darda-
nelles Strait. Also, British intelligence tried to inspect our ship’s cargo when 
we passed Gibraltar, but the energetic response of our crew stopped them.”198 
The soldiers—in total 42,000 men—had to be kept mostly in stifl ing heat below 
decks to be rotated out only in numbers suffi ciently small to avoid suspicion. 
And once on land missiles were even harder to hide. “They need launch pads, 
blast shields, cable troughs, control buildings; they need bunkers for storing 
the warheads, trailers for fuel and oxidizers. All those things come fi rst. Rockets 
don’t creep about in the night; they move like a travelling fair.”199 Indeed, they 
had to be stored in hangars before siting on launch pads for action, which, plus 
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fueling, “encouraged one to strike fi rst” rather than deploy while the enemy 
attacked.200 “The fi rst R-12 missile was ready on 4 October; ten were ready by 
10 October; and a further ten by 20 October.201

In a private three-hour exchange at the UN on 6 October with Secretary of 
State Rusk, Gromyko argued that a German settlement “must be made.” “Only 
a madman would talk of revising frontiers today, or could think that a revision of 
the frontiers could be achieved by calls for revanche. Those who were making 
such calls would only break their necks.” At a further meeting, on 18 October, 
Rusk underscored the bottom line of the American stance: “At present we were 
in West Berlin and we would not be driven out. We were a great power and we 
would not accept defeat unless the U.S.S.R. fought a war and attempted to de-
feat us.” Gromyko insisted that “United States security interests were certainly 
not among those motives [in clinging to West Berlin]. Thus the conclusion had 
been drawn that the United States wished to retain West Berlin as a hotbed of 
tension.”202 What Gromyko said at his meeting with Kennedy would carry a 
more ominous meaning once Washington was sure that Moscow had installed 
ballistic missiles in Cuba. He “said that the Soviet Government had already in-
dicated that it would do nothing with regard to West Berlin before the US elec-
tions unless it was compelled to do otherwise by the activities of the other side. 
However, the Soviet Government proceeded from the fact that it was necessary 
to hold an active dialogue in November to bring about concrete results with 
regard to a German peace treaty and to the normalization of the West Berlin 
situation on the basis of such a treaty.”203

Finally, on 14 October a U-2 was observed fl ying over R-12 emplacements. 
Operating from as much as 14 miles up, it had an HR-73B camera with a 
36-inch lens loaded with two 6,500-foot rolls of nine-and-a-half-inch fi lm. More 
than 4,000 frames could be produced from one mission; a single frame could 
capture 5.7 square nautical miles.204 Not all shipments had yet made port. The 
fi nal loads were expected to arrive between 3 and 5 November. The last units of 
the R-12 regiments would not get in until 25 October. Those of the R-14 would 
not be there until 5 November.205 And the preparations for siting the R-14 were 
much more demanding than for the R-12. They required “complex permanent 
launch sites, with troop quarters, missile shelters, warhead bunkers and a large 
logistics train.”206 When news of the U-2 fl ight (the eighth since 29 August)207 
was published in Time, Gribkov, heading Operations at the Soviet General 
Staff, realized that masking techniques were inadequate.208 Moreover, “not a 
single missile that was deployed in Cuba was in a vertical position. . . . Not a 
single missile was fueled. It didn’t have any oxygen. . . . It didn’t have any fl ight 
plan. . . . And not a single missile had a nuclear warhead attached.”209
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Rumors that Russia was constructing missile bases in Cuba had in fact been 
circulating for some months. Republican Senator Kenneth Keating had al-
luded to the possibility. But, as reports of the enormous increase in the size of 
shipments materialized, offi cials resolutely refused to believe the worst. Only 
CIA Director John McCone stuck to his guns in the belief that ballistic mis-
siles were, indeed, being shipped. He “simply did not believe that Khrushchev 
would commit the newest version of his highly successful surface-to-air mis-
siles, the SA-2, to Castro unless there was something vital to be protected. As 
McCone saw it, only the need to protect the medium-range ballistic missile 
sites would balance this equation.”210 Unable to convince his employers, how-
ever, he disappeared on a lengthy honeymoon. Bulky deck cargo was explained 
away, as was heavy equipment set on eight-wheel trailers traveling down Cuban 
roads.211 Indeed, as late as 19 September a national intelligence estimate on 
“The Military Buildup in Cuba”—NIE 85–3-62—ruled out missile deployment 
on the plausible grounds that this “would be incompatible with Soviet practice 
to date and with Soviet policy as we presently estimate it. It would indicate a far 
greater willingness to increase the level of risk in US-Soviet relations than the 
USSR has displayed thus far.”212 Moreover, throughout, “Soviet communica-
tions security was almost perfect.”213

Now, however, with photo reconnaissance (“photint”) results on the table, the 
US government could no longer avoid the obvious. A U-2 fl ight of 14 October by 
Major Rudolph Anderson was prompted by human intelligence and knowledge 
that the surface-to-air missile (SAM-2) sites near San Cristobal in western Cuba 
formed a trapezoid, a point defense, to protect some other installation. With 
photos from Pen’kovskii to set against what lay on the ground beneath the U-2, 
the specialists had one more crucial advantage. Gribkov has acknowledged: 
“We foresaw, naturally, the possibility that U.S. intelligence might discover us. 
As it turned out, on October 14 they photographed areas that we had not been 
able to camoufl age . . . there were white slabs of concrete. Naturally, they could 
be seen quite well from the air and were very diffi cult to disguise, . . . Some of 
our comrades . . . thought that the missiles could be placed in such a way that 
they could not be distinguished from palm trees, but that was a stupid conclu-
sion, because all the missile sites had to be prepared, cables hung, launching 
pads built—in other words, everything was complicated.”214 Indeed, the day 
after the fl ight the Pentagon was told R-12s had been identifi ed. The camera 
had captured a convoy an instant before it moved safely under tree cover.215 
A further mission on 17 October revealed the installation of a fi xed R-14 site at 
Guanajay, west of Havana.216

Missiles discovered, the connection with events in Central Europe was im-
mediately drawn to Kennedy’s attention. At a meeting on 16 October Rusk ex-
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pressed the opinion that “Berlin is . . . very much involved in this . . . for the 
fi rst time, I’m beginning really to wonder whether maybe Mr. Khrushchev is 
entirely rational about Berlin.”217 Reluctantly but inexorably a week later Ken-
nedy announced the alarming news. The last deliveries had been loaded for 
shipment on 20 October and were due on 3–5 November.218 The R-12s would 
be ready for launch on 28 October. The crisis had begun.

The problem was summarized by Rusk:

These bases have special signifi cance since missiles based in [the] USSR 
and targeted on US nuclear forces are still relatively few in number. In addi-
tion, we have radar systems which pick up missiles coming over [the] ice-cap 
from [the] Soviet Union. The limitations on Soviet intercontinental ballistic 
missile capability provides [the] West with [a] margin of nuclear superiority 
which is [the] heart of [the] Western deterrent. If [the] Soviets had been per-
mitted to complete [a] substantial missile program in Cuba, [the] balance of 
nuclear power could have been signifi cantly shifted. IRBMs in Cuba would 
be free of radar detection and with zero alert time both ICBM sites and SAC 
bases could come under attack without warning and with greater accuracy 
due to short range. This could seriously prejudice [the] US nuclear posture 
and with [the] fi rst strike from Cuba [the] Soviets could seriously impair [the] 
US capability to cover all necessary targets.219

This would obviously jeopardize the ability to stand behind West Germany, and 
West Berlin in particular.

For the next week twenty further U-2 missions fl ew over Cuba for confi rma-
tion.220 The US military, the USAF in particular, wanted to deal a fatal blow. 
William Kaufmann, then advising McNamara, recalls that the Commander-
in-Chief of the Strategic Air Command, General Thomas Power, “insisted that 
the only way to deal with these barbarians [the Russians] was to blow them all 
up and I said, ‘But who’s going to win that?’ And he said, ‘I would be satisfi ed 
if there were just two Americans left and one Russian—that would be . . . we 
would have won.’ And I said, ‘Well there’d better be one of them a woman.’”221 
When Kennedy issued his ultimatum on 22 October, announcing a naval block-
ade, the Kremlin became intensely anxious lest Washington strike the island 
from the air. Thirty minutes before the televised speech, after warnings came in 
from the KGB resident in Washington, tipped off by ABC correspondent John 
Scali,222 Malinovsky instructed Pliev to “take immediate steps to raise combat 
readiness and to repulse the enemy together with the Cuban army and with 
all the power of the Soviet forces, except Statsenko’s means and Beloborodov’s 
cargoes [nuclear weapons].”223 Moscow also reacted with “an extraordinary high 
state of alert, similar to the September event.” But defensive forces, air defense, 
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and tactical air capability were to the fore this time.224 Meanwhile, beginning 
on 23 October Washington launched a series of low-level aerial reconnaissance 
missions by the navy and air force, soaring in at targets below line of horizon ra-
dar from across the Gulf of Mexico some 500 feet above ground at 600 mph.225 
Early that day Washington intercepted a message to Soviet ships en route. Mer-
chant ships stopped and some now turned back.226

The blockade presented severe problems for Moscow, not least because, 
although it had originally planned to send in substantial elements from the 
Northern Fleet to reinforce their presence in Cuba and safeguard the ship-
ments, on 25 September it was agreed to cancel the sending of surface vessels in 
support for fear that it “would attract the attention of the entire world.” Instead 
only submarines were dispatched.227 But these submarines were diesel-powered 
and had to surface to recharge batteries. This the First Deputy Minister of De-
fense Marshal Andrei Grechko did not know; he assumed that they were atomic 
submarines.228

At this stage Castro had no idea that Moscow would back down. It is claimed 
that before the blockade could be effective, the Alexandrovsk docked at Isabela 
de Sagua with the rest of the warheads.229 Yet by no means all R-12s and R-14s 
were in place. In Moscow, therefore, the atmosphere was one of alarm. The 
Presidium sat overnight in Khrushchev’s datcha at Novo-Ogarevo, a residence 
in the classical style reconstructed by Malenkov in the mid-fi fties to the west of 
Moscow.230 The wires to the Washington embassy fell silent.231 Dobrynin had 
not been forewarned and was now in the dark as to Moscow’s thinking.

At the Pentagon, where plans were laid for the possibility of direct military 
action, the mood was upbeat. Major General Jack Catton (USAF) recalls: “We 
had absolute superiority. Khrushchev was looking down the largest barrel he 
had ever stared at . . . the value of superiority was so obvious that it couldn’t 
be missed.”232 Without any instructions from above, the USAF “were able . . . 
from the JCS [Joint Chiefs of Staff] on down (without involving the politicians) 
to put [the] SAC [Strategic Air Command] on a one-third airborne alert, to 
disperse part of the force to civilian airfi elds, with nuclear weapons, to arm . . . 
air defense fi ghter forces with nuclear weapons and disperse them, and to take 
all the ICBMs we had, including those still in the contractors’ hands, and count 
them down.”233 This entire display was intentionally visible to the Russians. On 
24 October Moscow intercepted the order en clair placing SAC on Defcon 2—
readiness for war—for the fi rst time since 1945.234

The Russians did not even have a ballistic missile early warning system to 
detect and track incoming missiles until the mid-sixties.235 They were so intimi-
dated that “they did not increase their alert; they did not increase any fl ights, 
or their air defense posture. They didn’t do a thing, they froze in place.”236 
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Although Malinovsky proposed mobilization, Khrushchev ruled it out.237 The 
most he did was to cancel leave.238 After sustained tension and diplomatic sound-
ings, exhausted and at times confused,239 Khrushchev fi nally backed down on 
28 October, but taking from the crisis two lesser prizes: a US commitment 
not to invade Cuba and a further commitment to withdraw its missiles from 
 Turkey—scarcely worth bringing the world to the brink of nuclear war.240

An important catalyst forcing the decision may have been information on 
US countermeasures intercepted and deciphered in Moscow. Code breaking 
at the KGB was concentrated in the eighth directorate from 16 March 1961 
under Lieutenant General Serafi m Lyalin. This was a very successful unit. The 
previous year it claimed to have decrypted some 209,000 secret telegrams from 
the USSR’s adversaries.241 Washington was naturally the priority; and its codes 
and ciphers the hardest to crack. But Moscow had been assiduously searching 
for a back door into the systems of the National Security Agency (NSA) at Fort 
Meade, Maryland, thirty miles north of the capital. First they recruited William 
Martin and Bernon Mitchell, who defected in great publicity in June 1960 and 
told what they knew to Moscow. Both had worked for the NSA since 1957.242 
They were, however, more of a propaganda victory compared to the fortuitous 
acquisition of a major prize that provided the keys to entire systems. From 
1958 Jack Dunlap carried “raw” messages in sealed packets to and from Major 
General Garrison Coverdale, chief of staff of the NSA, and for his successor, 
General Watlington, from August 1959. His clearance enabled him to drive off 
base in order to enable the Russians to copy the material. He was discovered 
only in 1963 through a polygraph test that he was fi nally obliged to take when 
he sought reemployment as a civilian.243 According to Russian intelligence 
sources, Dunlap procured for them “various manuals, mathematical models, 
and research and development plans for the most secret decyphering machines 
at the NSA.”244 From these sources Soviet cryptographers could reverse engi-
neer US systems of encryption and decryption. An array of those at the eighth 
main directorate of the KGB involved in this cryptographic breakthrough were 
given medals; the most outstanding were secretly awarded the coveted Lenin 
Prize when their work gave Khrushchev direct access to secret US communica-
tions during the missile crisis that convinced him just how serious the situation 
had become.245

CONSEQUENCES

Pen’kovskii had fi nally been arrested on 22 October. Head of the GRU Gen-
eral Ivan Serov was then dismissed on 2 February 1963 and replaced by General 
Petr Ivashutin. More signifi cant was what a leading Soviet diplomat had to say 
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on the longer-term impact of the crisis. Vasilii Kuznetsov was a safe pair of 
hands. Formerly a metallurgical engineer, he had been transformed by taking 
a master’s degree in the United States before the war. He had risen to the post 
of deputy chairman of Gosplan under Stalin and from 1944 to 1950 chaired 
the central council of trades unions, also chairing the council of nationalities 
of the Supreme Soviet, which had oversight of foreign policy from the Party 
viewpoint. Soviet ambassador to China in 1953, he was “tall, a little round-
shouldered, a kind man”246 of great charm and excellent English.247 He became 
First Deputy Foreign Minister in 1955. Throughout the crisis he had headed a 
special staff on Cuba at the MID.248

His comment to John McCloy at the UN amounted to a direct threat: “You 
Americans will never be able to do this to us again.”249 And in summing up, 
General Nikolai Detinov, then deputy head of the air defense section of the 
Party’s powerful Military-Industrial Sector, noted: “The Caribbean crisis dem-
onstrated that the attainment of superiority in the nuclear sphere is important 
also because the very level of these armaments have not only a military impact 
but also an effect on political infl uence, including upon the countries of the 
‘Third World.’”250 “Lack of armaments and the weakness of the Soviet Union 
came as a shock to the Soviet leadership,” Detinov refl ected. “It was like a cold 
shower for the government, which realized that these weaknesses had to be 
overcome.”251 But it also added a further priority prompted by Kennedy’s com-
mand of the seas to blockade Cuba. Hitherto the Russian fl eet was almost en-
tirely subsurface. At the Vienna meeting with Kennedy, “Khrushchev referred 
to the obsolescence of naval surface ships such as cruisers and carriers. He 
said that the Soviet Union had switched to the production of submarines.”252 
Sokolovskii used to say, “Ships! In the next war they will be food for fi shes!”253 
No longer. A blue-water surface fl eet now became the order of the day. Prior to 
this it had been a Khrushchevian daydream, a luxury affordable once parity had 
been secured. Now it had become a dire necessity.

AN OPENING TO WEST GERMANY

The State Department concluded that the “Soviet action was probably pri-
marily geared to [a] showdown on Berlin, intended to be timed with Khru-
shchev’s arrival in [the] US [late November] and completion of [the]  installation 
of nuclear missiles in Cuba.”254 This was also very much what Kennedy had sus-
pected.255 Well after the Cuban crisis, Khrushchev continued to obsess about 
the German question. Dobrynin recalls that the First Secretary “was still stub-
bornly trying to have his own way on Germany and Berlin despite the fact 
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that he came out of the Cuban crisis with his position weakened.”256 When 
Khrushchev saw British ambassador Sir Frank Roberts in November before his 
new posting to Bonn, he emphasized that the key question was Germany. “If we 
could fi nd some solution here many other things would fall into place.”257

Khrushchev even sought to revive the notion with which he began the Berlin 
crisis. On 26 July 1963 he warned Harriman of the possibility of an alternative 
approach to the question that was to prove deeply worrying to his own subordi-
nates. Khrushchev suggested US policy was effectively driving Bonn into Mos-
cow’s arms. The “reason for this was the Germans becoming convinced [the] 
US, France and other allies could do nothing to [the] GDR and [were] unable 
[to] reestablish [a] united capitalist Germany.” The Wall would not come down 
until there existed a united socialist Germany. He then added that “from time 
to time [the] Sov[iet]s would step on [the] president’s foot so he could realize he 
should cut out his corns.”258 This was also the tenor of Khrushchev’s discussions 
with Spaak in Moscow on 13 July.259

The failure to break out of containment and the exacerbation of relations with 
Beijing had boxed in Khrushchev to an extent that left him utterly exasperated. 
What diehards feared was lest he fi nd an opportunistic way out of his diffi culties 
through an overture to Bonn unencumbered by commitments previously made 
to the Poles, Czechs, and East Germans. Earlier references to Rapallo and the 
Nazi-Soviet pact indicated as much. And, as Khrushchev’s son relates, his fa-
ther “more than once returned to the necessity of the Soviet Army’s departure 
from Hungary, Poland, and possibly even from East Germany.”260 The military 
also feared arms control agreements with the United States. On 6 August 1963 
Moscow signed a treaty banning the testing of nuclear weapons above ground. 
This met with sullen silence on the part of Malinovsky throughout the period of 
ratifi cation, during which some supportive comment could have been expected 
had all been well. Similarly, speculation inevitably arose when Malinovsky’s or-
ders of the day for the Soviet armed forces—which highlighted the aggressive-
ness of Western imperialism—were temporarily embargoed from publication 
in the press. But the issue of relations with Germany proved the turning point.

That summer the Ruhrnachrichten of Dortmund, the Rheinische Post of Düs-
seldorf, and the Münchner Merkur invited Khrushchev’s son-in-law Adzhubei 
to visit. But no response was forthcoming. In June 1963 Khrushchev reverted to 
old threats: “We will have a new August 13th. On August 13th, we put up a wall 
between East and West Berlin. Next time, we shall put locks on the doors.”261 In 
mid-October, however, Ludwig Erhard succeeded Adenauer as Chancellor. He 
activated a “policy of movement” toward the Soviet bloc. Khrushchev therefore 
found it diffi cult to stand still. On 5 February deputy chairman of the KGB 
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Nikolai Zakharov reported US moves toward closer cooperation with Bonn on 
the German question, impelled by the worsening of Washington’s relations with 
Paris.262 On 8 May the KGB indicated that Bonn was nervous about meetings 
with Khrushchev as they would increase pressure to recognize the GDR and 
the postwar territorial status quo.263 There was therefore good reason for Khru-
shchev to press ahead with a summit. Moreover, the KGB reported that NATO 
was about to acquire by the end of the year a multilateral nuclear force (MLF) 
which would allow Bonn a fi nger on the trigger. This gave added incentive.264

Britain’s ambassador noted that after Cuba “a period of uncertain leader-
ship” followed, “during which Khrushchev appeared to be taking personal 
initiatives, perhaps with the idea of recovering the ground lost by the Cuban 
gamble.”265 At the beginning of June 1964 Khrushchev implausibly argued that 
“West Germany had now become a problem for the West and not for the East. 
It was leading NATO by the nose.”266 This was followed by the bald assertion 
that “real German interests lay in friendship with the Soviet Union not with the 
West, because of trade and ‘things might happen which you do not imagine.’ 
Asked if he was thinking of a Rapallo-type agreement he replied ‘this may be 
so’ and dismissed the argument that this was impossible with East Germany in 
the way.”267 With the prospect of engaging Bonn in a dialogue, the invitation to 
Adzhubei was fi nally taken up in the summer of 1964, resulting in a visit from 
20 July to 1 August.

The visit inaugurated an abrupt shift in tone from Khrushchev. The week 
before, he told the West German ambassador of his interest in a summit with 
Erhard, and the day after Adzhubei’s departure, at anniversary celebrations in 
Poland, he marked out his position from Gomułka, Novotný, and Ulbricht by 
ignoring the issues of frontier recognition in Eastern Europe, the MLF, Ger-
man revanchism, and the need for a peace treaty.268 Meanwhile in Dortmund, 
Adzhubei directed the attention of the West German press to Khrushchev’s re-
marks in Warsaw.269 Adzhubei also went one step further.

On 10 August Dr. Shulte-Strathaus from the German embassy in London 
visited the Foreign Offi ce to read extracts from private conversations between 
Adzhubei and newspaper publishers. Khrushchev, of course, had sent his son-
in-law to Bonn, “but the Germans must not suppose that everyone in Russia 
approved of this visit. There was even more objection to it in Pankow [the 
GDR].” The issue of an all-German federation had been raised by Adzhubei: 
“It seemed to him the idea contained more dangers for the DDR than for the 
Federal Republic. If you associated a strong partner with a weak one, who was 
likely to benefi t most in the long run? The West Germans should think opinion 
about federation. As to Ulbricht personally, he was getting old and Adzhubei 
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thought he only had a couple of years ahead of him in offi ce.” “It seems that 
in these talks Adzhubei invoked the spirit of Rapallo very freely. He said that 
after all it had always been the Russians who had protected Europe against the 
Mongols. The Europeans had no conception of how large a part relations with 
China now played in Soviet thinking and no idea how many frontier viola-
tions the Chinese were perpetrating along the Sino-Soviet borders.”270 These 
sentiments were echoed by General Talenskii at a Pugwash meeting in Karlovy 
Vary, Czechoslovakia, in September, where he said that Moscow “was eager to 
have the Chinese Communist nuclear potential smashed.” He is also reported 
as having said that Moscow could not yet disengage from the embarrassing Ul-
bricht regime, but the decades ahead were another matter.271 Further evidence 
that something serious was afoot emerged in November and December from 
Soviet and East European sources traced by CIA which “privately stated that 
Khrushchev had favored a deal with Erhard at the expense of Ulbricht.”272

Adzhubei’s indiscretions yielded nothing from Bonn but formed part of the 
indictment drawn up against Khrushchev on 13–14 October by the rest of the 
Presidium.273 It is an irony that Khrushchev had paved the way for his ascen-
dancy through exposing and denouncing Beria for seeking to solve the German 
problem by aborting the Ulbricht regime, and that having stumbled through 
crisis after crisis seeking an alternative solution, he fi nally began converging 
on the same position only to lose power as a result. On 2 September Khru-
shchev had accepted an informal invitation from Erhard to visit Bonn. It was 
announced two days later (but not within Russia). Apparently someone impor-
tant did not want it to go ahead. On 6 September an electrician at the West 
German embassy, Schwirkmann, was assaulted with mustard gas while visit-
ing Zagorsk. No proper apology was given until Khrushchev was voted out the 
Central Committee. Other telltale signs emerged of dissonance, between Ad-
zhubei’s Izvestiya and the Party paper Pravda.

Khrushchev was overthrown in a constitutional manner according to Party 
rules. The era of reckless behavior and ill-considered initiatives thereby drew to 
a close. Most of the world now breathed a sigh of relief. But the dilemma for the 
West between accepting détente, and standing up to Soviet global ambitions at 
the price of enduring tension in relations had by no means disappeared with 
Khrushchev. It was about to reappear in more complex form and in circum-
stances by no means as favorable to the capitalist world as in the 1950s. This fi rst 
became apparent when the United States became bogged down in Vietnam.
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DÉTENTE

Under Brezhnev . . . détente could not have become irreversible or transformed 
into something more.

—Anatoly Chernyaev

Khrushchev’s overthrow ushered in a colorless new regime led by First (later 
General)1 Secretary Leonid Brezhnev, Chairman of the Council of Ministers 
Alexei Kosygin, and President Nikolai Podgorny. Primus inter pares, Brezhnev 
was initially uninterested in foreign policy.2 Names appeared in alphabetic or-
der rather than by rank. The leadership as a whole was thereafter ostentatiously 
collective: “In the Politburo there was . . . an unwritten rule: by all means have 
a discussion, but don’t poke your nose into the business of others. Each to his 
own.”3

Behind this ostentatious display of collectivism, there lay “persistent disagree-
ments” over economic priorities and between politicians and the military.4 The 
tendency was “to dodge a number of painful decisions simply by assigning high 
priorities to a broad variety of competing goals, including defense, heavy indus-
try, agriculture, and the consumer.”5 In the short to medium term, therefore, 
relaxation of international tension was the most obvious way of reducing the 
strains on the economy that resulted. But to accomplish this, Moscow was en-
tirely opposed to sacrifi cing its ideological commitments abroad. On the con-
trary, détente led to the reinforcement of them as if to reassert Soviet identity 
against Western hopes of convergence.

A Minindel memorandum for the Politburo argued: “In the conditions 
of detente it is easier to consolidate and broaden the positions of the Soviet 
Union in the world.” What had to be avoided was “a situation where we have to 
fi ght on two fronts—that is, against China and the United States. Maintaining 
 Soviet-American relations on a certain level is one of the factors that will help 
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us achieve this objective.” The policy of détente also envisaged “weakening US 
positions in Western Europe.” Overall it was represented as a continuation of 
Lenin’s policy of peaceful coexistence; which meant that the class war would 
continue but open warfare would have to be avoided. This dualism was to be 
followed using the traditional distinction between Party and government. Gro-
myko explained: “We should not cut off the possibility of diplomatic maneu-
ver for ourselves in relations with individual Western countries, including the 
United States, by adhering to a one-sided view on imperialism. In certain cases 
it is necessary to draw a more distinct line between the activity of Comintern 
[sic] and that of the foreign ministry, the difference stressed by Lenin.”6

Central to this process was Brezhnev. He was born on 19 December 1906 
to literate working-class parents in Kamenskoe, the Ukraine. Above average 
height, strong, youthful looking, exuding good health, with lively blue eyes, a 
friendly manner and “softness of character,”7 Brezhnev was not gifted except as 
a bold organizer and a master of intrigue.8 He was intellectually lazy; he read 
little and scoffed at Kosygin for reading a book on a free evening when they 
were together on a foreign trip.9 “Uneducated, ignorant. Lazy about reading 
even what was put in front of him,” recalls his interpreter Viktor Sukhodrev.10 
That said, Alexander Bovin insists that he was “far from stupid.”11 Brezhnev 
could be boorish, authoritarian, narrow-minded and anti-Semitic; and anyone 
proved untrustworthy was ruthlessly discarded. Détente under way, he received 
top-of-the-line cars from the United States, Germany, and Britain, rapidly ac-
quiring the reputation of Mr. Toad for reckless driving.12

Brezhnev had been responsible for defense industries from 27 February 1956 
to 16 July 1960. He joined the Presidium on 29 June 1957 and became second 
secretary (de facto) on 22 June 1963. He was a safe choice for comrades fear-
ful of others—notably zheleznii shurik (Alexander Shelepin, head of the KGB 
from 25 December 1958 to 13 November 1961)—who might have been tempted 
by Stalin’s methods.13 Shelepin’s manner was “harsh.” He had no idea how to 
approach matters other than head-on.14 This mattered. He had a seat in the 
Presidium and in the secretariat; he was deputy chairman of the Council of 
Ministers and headed the Party-state control apparatus. Protégé Vladimir Se-
michastny controlled the KGB. In December 1965, however, Shelepin lost the 
Party-state control apparatus and soon also lost a direct role in Party appoint-
ments.15 Shifted to responsibility for Party organization, Shelepin was then re-
moved to consumer goods and light industry: not much of a fi st for a hawk.16 Yet 
he remained a threat to Brezhnev’s position.

Brezhnev “could not take a step without his assistants.”17 Leading on foreign 
policy was Andrei Alexandrov-Agentov, handpicked for Brezhnev’s presidential 
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staff in 1961.18 Brezhnev valued his “phenomenal capacity for work, the sharp-
ness of his trained mind, his quickness, precision and accuracy at the job.” He 
“liked” Alexandrov “and was certain of his reliability.”19 Alexandrov would sit, lap 
piled high with ciphered telegrams and various other documents, summing up 
contents with critical precision while Brezhnev struggled to hold his attention.20 
Dressed like an American preppie in tweed jacket, his nervous, fussy manner 
gave rise to his nickname Vorobyshek (little sparrow) which Alexander Bovin 
called him to his face, as Alexandrov’s tiny bald head honed in on a document 
(he was extremely shortsighted).21 His other sobriquet was Tiré— haggard.22 He 
could be cantankerous, had a very high opinion of his own abilities, and once in 
the Kremlin he showed open disdain for his intellectually inferior former men-
tor, Gromyko, as well as everyone else he used to depend upon.23

Andropov became KGB Chairman on 18 May 1967,24 a most unexpected 
development that provoked considerable comment.25 Within the KGB, how-
ever, it was clearly understood as a safe substitution for Semichastny. Also a 
nonvoting member of the Politburo from 21 June, Andropov was Jewish in ori-
gin; born in Stavropol province on 15 June 1914, the son of a teacher, Evegniya 
Feinshtein, whose father had been a wealthy merchant, and railway employee 
Vladimir Andropov (originally Lieberman, so it is said). Andropov’s father died 
when the boy was just fi ve years old; his mother passed away when he was 
only thirteen.26 He was “complex”27 and “a man of many parts,”28 ascetic to the 
point of fanaticism (no gifts were ever accepted; his apartment as bare as that 
of the average citizen), highly intelligent, a patient listener, though of strong 
beliefs, and extremely well organized. He was also, in the words of a subordi-
nate who worked closely with him on the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, 
“thoughtful, decisive, self-critical.”29 “It was interesting to work with Andropov,” 
Bovin recalls. “He had the ability and loved to think. He loved to fence with 
arguments.”30 But to rivals he appeared “haughty, arrogant” as well as personally 
distant, if not actively unfriendly.31

Andropov was a fundamentalist. Having served in Hungary throughout the 
revolt, he was exceptionally alert to the need for violence to preserve the bloc. It 
was, indeed, rumored that the screams making for sleepless nights in Budapest 
had driven his wife into a trauma from which she never recovered.32 A former 
subordinate reports that in December 1956 Andropov suffered a heart attack 
and was airlifted to Moscow.33 During the early sixties he succumbed to hyper-
tension and diabetes—which required regular hospitalization (in the suburbs 
at Kuntsevo where the KGB had special housing): hence the perpetual pal-
lor that marked him out within the leadership.34 After Hungary he headed the 
department dealing with socialist countries from the third fl oor of the massive 
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gray Central Committee building at Staraya Ploshchad’. Here on 25 December 
1963 he requested and on 3 January 1964 received permission to set up a “think 
tank” within his department, into which he recruited young talent, such as Ar-
batov, Bovin, Shakhnazarov, Delyusin, and others.35 When he moved to head 
the KGB, leading aides Arbatov and Bovin wrote a piece of verse expressing the 
wish for his speedy return. Also in verse, Andropov’s response was illustrative. 
He admitted that the transition was made “with diffi culty.” But “the sad lesson 
of Hungary” gave him to understand that “the truth” could not be defended 
merely with “word and pen” but also, “if needs be, with the hatchet.”36

Andropov had “friendly” relations with all ministers of defense, from Mali-
novsky to Ustinov.37 Indeed, he and Ustinov became “very close.”38 He “often 
argued even with Leonid Ilych,”39 but he was always tactful and became “one 
of the closest and most vital of Brezhnev’s subordinates.”40 At a Central Com-
mittee plenum on 27 April 1973 Shelest was ejected from the Politburo. An-
dropov, Grechko, and Gromyko were elevated to full membership. Brezhnev 
went out of his way to applaud the fact that “the KGB under the leadership of 
Yuri Vladimirovich renders enormous help to the Politburo in foreign policy. 
It is usual to think that the KGB amounts to arresting and imprisoning people. 
That would be a profound mistake. The KGB is fi rst and foremost a matter of 
vast and dangerous work abroad. This takes ability and character. Not everyone 
can resist selling out and treachery in the face of temptation.”41 Andropov also 
set up a system of institutes vital to the KGB that were no less scholarly than 
their academy of sciences counterparts, notably in computer science, electron-
ics, communications, and cryptography.42 Among these was the Institute for 
the Economics of the World Socialist System under economist and Hungarian 
specialist Oleg Bogomolov, a former adviser.

Initially on good terms with Brezhnev was the physically imposing (six feet 
six) Defense Minister Andrei Grechko, who succeeded Malinovsky on 13 April 
1967 at the age of sixty-three. A Party member from 1928, once a friend of 
Khrushchev’s, he commanded the Soviet Group of Forces in Germany from 
1953 before becoming a Marshal (1955) and then fi rst deputy defense minister in 
1957. He seemed a natural successor to Malinovsky. Yet it took nearly a fortnight 
after Malinovsky’s death to secure the post; most likely due to resistance from 
such as Chairman of the Council of Ministers and Politburo member Kosygin, 
who focused on the budget and was unlikely to welcome a known hawk. It is 
also suggested that Suslov sided with the military in opposing a civilian defense 
minister.43

The rival candidate was Dmitrii Ustinov. A member of the Party since 1927 
and of the Central Committee since 1952, he had headed the defense industries 
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since World War II. But resistance to the prospect of a civilian from within 
the military made itself effective, for the time being at least.44 A Party member 
since 1928 and a formidable personality, Grechko had commanded the 47th 
and 18th armies at Novorossisk in 1942–43 when Brezhnev served as the head of 
the political section of the 18th army. Likewise Admiral Gorshkov, Commander 
of the Soviet fl eet from 1956 and Deputy Minister of Defense, had been deputy 
commander of Novorossisk regional defense and for a time also commander 
of the 47th army.45 It was Grechko who was responsible for reversing Khru-
shchev’s dismissal of the value of conventional warfare, and under his leader-
ship land and air forces were reinforced to gain the upper hand in any non-
nuclear encounter with NATO.46 And he proved ruthlessly successful in hold-
ing out against any restrictions on the growth of Soviet submarine-launched 
ballistic missiles at the strategic arms limitation talks (SALT).47 Relieved of the 
climate of fear under Stalin, the military had fi nally come of age. Nasser told 
Sir  Humphrey Trevelyan “that he found dealing with the Russians very differ-
ent from ten years before. The Marshals had recently started to give their own 
opinions and did not always conceal their disagreements with the civilians.”48

Grechko is said to have warned the Politburo that the very idea of negotiating 
with the United States on strategic forces was criminal.49 And during the stra-
tegic arms limitation talks which opened in September 1969, he is said to have 
“remained permanently apoplectic. . . . His incurable distrust of, and violent 
opposition to, the talks, so well known to all of us involved in the negotiations, 
affected even the more realistic and sophisticated generals and politicians in a 
negative way. Grechko would repeatedly and irrelevantly launch into admoni-
tory lectures on the aggressive nature of imperialism, which, he assured us, 
had not changed. There was no guarantee against a new world war except a 
continued buildup of Soviet armed might.”50 Detinov recalls that “Grechko 
was against any accords with the United States” and “that we had no right to 
enter into agreement with the imperialists . . . that we would be had, we would 
be cheated, we had to stay away from them.”51 He was certainly not an isolated 
voice. “All the decisions” on arms control made at SALT and later START “were 
strongly opposed by the military,” according to Colonel General Danilevich, as-
sistant to the Chief of the Main Operations Directorate of the General Staff in 
the 1970s.52 A number of generals took great exception to articles by Bovin, now 
at Izvestiya, suggesting that a global nuclear war could not be won. In 1973 they 
invited him to the main political directorate of the armed forces where they 
tried to convince him that a nuclear missile exchange with the United States 
could be won by the USSR and accused him of “defeatism.”53

Interpreter Sukhodrev considered that Kosygin “surpassed all our leaders” 
“intellectually.” A literate man with good Russian marking him out above the 
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rest,54 Kosygin could handle a press conference with ease.55 He was seen as 
“perhaps more temperamentally disposed than any of the others to take a cal-
culated risk in going some way to meet the other chap’s point of view when he 
judges that it would be to the long term advantage of the Soviet Government 
to do so.”56 Yet Brezhnev was not unalterably ideological like Suslov. During a 
meeting at Zavidovo the General Secretary said he had once been offered the 
job of Dnepropetrovsk regional Party secretary for ideology but turned it down 
because he did “not like engaging in this ceaseless waffl e.”57 Kosygin, on the 
other hand, was one of the leadership most committed to supporting Hanoi. He 
had Stalinist instincts in domestic politics, strongly favoring the suppression of 
dissent;58 and in the fi rst major discussion on foreign policy after Khrushchev’s 
downfall, he sided with Shelepin in attacking a draft prepared for a Warsaw 
Pact meeting because it conceded too much to “imperialism” (the West) and 
was insuffi ciently grounded in “a class position.” He also took Brezhnev to task 
for not visiting China, which now presented itself as a new Bolshevik Rome (or 
Avignon Papacy), to heal the breach created under Khrushchev.59 Moreover, 
and in striking contrast to Brezhnev, Kosygin had the “best” understanding of 
military technology of all the civilian leaders except Ustinov.60

Brezhnev did not stamp his personal authority on relations with the West 
until 9 April 1971 with the Twenty-fourth Party Congress. Thereafter statements 
were made in private to the effect that henceforth he was taking personal re-
sponsibility for relations with Washington and Bonn.61 Dobrynin noted: “The 
infi ghting between them [Kosygin and Brezhnev] continued for the fi rst two 
years of Nixon’s presidency.”62 But Brezhnev was a predictable victor given the 
structure of Party and state, even if he continued to respect Kosygin’s expertise 
and expected no show of deference on his part.63 Nevertheless Brezhnev re-
mained envious of Kosygin who was far more popular both in the Party and the 
country.64

Known among his staff as “gloomy” (khmurii),65 Gromyko stood at awkward 
disadvantage vis-à-vis Ponomarev, head of the Central Committee’s Inter-
national Department, given Ponomarev’s elevation as a candidate member of 
the Politburo on 19 May 1972. Even after Gromyko’s promotion as a voting 
member a year later, personal relations were appalling. But Brezhnev disliked 
Ponomarev and went out of his way to show it, apparently because, at the cru-
cial moment when Khrushchev was overthrown, Ponomarev made the critical 
mistake of not switching loyalties suffi ciently quickly.66

Gromyko’s greatest asset was a phenomenal memory. A signifi cant problem 
was lack of confi dence in delegating to subordinates;67 that left him “basically 
a rather frightened man—in the sense of being frightened to take fi nal respon-
sibility for major decisions.” It was also rightly suspected by London “that he 
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is . . . rather obsessional—particularly about the Germans; and that he spends 
a great deal of time wondering how he can ‘destroy NATO’ (as he once put 
it . . . ) without really expecting that he will succeed and perhaps even doubting 
whether he could cope with the consequences if he did!”68 He felt a new con-
fi dence after Khrushchev’s fall. Soon after Brezhnev’s accession, Gromyko told 
a meeting of subordinates: “A new balance of power has formed in the world. If 
previously before taking a major initiative we had above all to calculate closely 
the possible reaction of the other side, now we can allow ourselves to do what is 
considered necessary, and then see how the other side reacts.”69 Yet, hidebound 
though Gromyko was, relations with the hawkish Grechko were “never good.”70 
And in his bounded vision the United States was world politics. Falin recalled 
that “Gromyko . . . for some reason was inclined to believe Washington more 
than Paris, London and especially Bonn.”71

THE VIETNAMESE OBSTACLE

The drift toward an understanding with Washington was already under way 
as a result of intermittent American contacts with Kosygin from 1965, culmi-
nating in the summit at Glassboro, New Jersey, in late June 1967. But a key 
obstacle arose: US military intervention in Vietnam.

The regime ruling South Vietnam broke the Geneva accords by reversing 
land reform with US encouragement,72 making title dependent on approval 
from Saigon, and refusing to abide by the agreement to hold elections nation-
wide. Moscow was inclined to accept the status quo. Indeed, on 24 January 1959 
it had proposed that both states be accepted into the UN. But Hanoi passed a 
resolution in May: “The time has come to push the armed struggle against the 
enemy.”73 The point of no return came in September 1960 when Le Duan was 
approved as the new Secretary General of the Party. On 19 December the Na-
tional Liberation Front (NLF) of South Vietnam was proclaimed. A diplomatic 
initiative was simultaneously launched to canvass it as a neutralist movement.74 
Yet a Lao Dong circular noted: “The People’s Revolutionary Party has only the 
appearance of an independent existence. Actually the party is nothing but the 
Lao Dong Party of Viet-nam unifi ed from north to south under the central ex-
ecutive committee of the party, the chief of which is President Ho . . . take care 
to keep this strictly secret . . . especially in South Viet-Nam, so that the enemy 
does not perceive our purpose.”75 Moscow was nervous, asking “whether the 
transition toward an open armed struggle against the Ngo Dinh Diem regime 
would not put the revolutionary forces of South Vietnam under threat and, on 
the other hand, whether this would not lead to an even deeper U.S. interven-
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tion in South Vietnam that is fraught with the complication of the political 
situation in that region and could lead to the transformation of South Vietnam 
into a sharp ganglion of international tension.”76 It was thus not merely because 
of the critical situation in Berlin, in August 1961, that Khrushchev declined Ho’s 
invitation to visit Hanoi.77

Between 1961 and 1965 Moscow supplied weapons of German manufacture 
to minimize the impact on relations with Washington.78 And when Le Duan 
led a delegation to Moscow in January 1964, pressing the importance of the 
national liberation movement across the Third World in language no different 
from that of China, Moscow brusquely warned of the consequences for rela-
tions with the USSR.79 Thus whereas Beijing favored increased military aid 
to Hanoi, Moscow refused.80 By then Diem, who had fl irted with the idea of 
negotiations with the North, had been ousted and assassinated in a coup backed 
by Washington (1 November 1963), leaving a chaotic scramble for power among 
the military.81 Hanoi thus saw an opportunity for decisive action. The NLF del-
egation in Moscow in the summer of 1964 met with a cool reception, however, 
when they asked for increased military aid and a permanent mission in the 
Soviet capital.82 Britain’s ambassador noted: “Khrushchev had decided to have 
nothing to do with Vietnam . . . and virtually signed off.”83 Denied help from 
Moscow, Hanoi turned to Beijing. Having given Russian military advisers their 
papers, Hanoi signed a treaty with Beijing in December 1964 envisaging the 
advent of support troops into the North.84 Sobering news simultaneously came 
into Washington that China was rapidly building an air base at Ningming just 
beyond the border with North Vietnam.85

US intervention began under Kennedy but grew into a major commitment 
under Lyndon Johnson. Contemptuous of Kennedy, Johnson was determined 
to succeed where his predecessor had failed. It was no accident, he believed, 
that the communists became more warlike in Vietnam after Kennedy’s acces-
sion. From then on, “they saw that we were getting weak. They looked around 
and saw what Castro did and they saw that young man sit here in the White 
House. And when Khrushchev talked like war to Kennedy in Vienna we just 
didn’t do very much. We called up the reserves but that didn’t scare Khru-
shchev. He put his missiles into Cuba and all that young fellow here did was to 
say to Khrushchev: ‘Please, sir, take your missiles out and we won’t trouble you 
any more. Yes, you can go ahead and propagate Communism in Cuba and we 
won’t touch you if you will just take those missiles out.’”86

The overthrow of Khrushchev completely altered Soviet policy. Hanoi soon 
acknowledged that it brought the Lao Dang “closer to the CPSU.”87 Kosygin was 
vigorously supportive of a more radical shift in policy toward a  rapprochement 
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with China and in antagonism with the West. The attempt failed and ultimately 
exacerbated tensions between the two major communist Powers. But the net 
effect was to drive Beijing and Moscow into competition for Hanoi; thus grow-
ing US pressure on North Vietnam merely stimulated that rivalry to Hanoi’s 
advantage. Between 1953 and 1964 Moscow supplied 200 million rubles worth 
of aid, of which 70 percent was industrial (including training).88 CIA estimated 
total Soviet military aid to the North between 1953 and 1964 at $70 million, half 
the total given by the entire communist bloc, which meant about half came 
from China. Between January 1965 and March 1967 it delivered about $670 
million.89 And all military aid was gratis. Between the autumn of 1964 and April 
1965 aid totaled 486.5 million rubles, of which 300 million had been given 
since January.90 Moscow was returning to Leninism in international relations. 
World revolution was back, with Washington an unknowing catalyst in exerting 
ever more force against Hanoi.

Perhaps because of rather than despite the Sino-Vietnamese agreement, 
Moscow began delivery of SAM-75 missiles for air defense to Hanoi in Decem-
ber 1964 before the US bombardment had even begun, evidently as a result 
of intelligence information.91 Some signs of hesitancy on the part of Hanoi 
naturally emerged nevertheless when 49 US Navy jets proceeded with repri-
sal attacks on North Vietnam (7 and 8 February), leading to operation Roll-
ing Thunder, a sustained bombing campaign of gradual escalation begun on 
2 March. McGeorge Bundy had recommended this as “the most promising 
course available.” But his lack of confi dence in the operation and the use of 
bombing to cover the government’s domestic political fl ank were betrayed in 
the remark added that “even if it fails to turn the tide—as it may—the value of 
the effort seems to us to exceed the cost.”92 The cost in one year alone included 
351 aircraft and the loss of their pilots.93 Malinovsky’s reports of “the widening 
of the scale of the military confl ict in this region”94 were read with heightened 
concern. Moscow was committed to Hanoi, however, despite regarding them as 
a “bunch of stubborn bastards.”95

When bombardment began, Kosygin visited Beijing to concert assistance 
and heal the rift. The visit was carefully prepared. Some were pessimistic about 
prospects. The proposal from the Politburo’s foreign policy committee (Suslov, 
Andropov, Ponomarev, and Il’ichev) considered that there was no need to focus 
on areas of acute disagreement but to highlight what was held in common 
against imperialism.96 Leading the arguments in favor were Brezhnev, Shelepin, 
Kosygin, and Suslov. Brezhnev’s working assumption was that “Khrushchev did 
a lot of damage in foreign affairs.”97 But no one was interested in opening the 
question of territorial claims, and good Soviet relations with India, including 
arms supplies, were justifi ed in terms of denying India to the United States.98
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Kosygin visited Hanoi from 6 to 10 February, stopping off in Beijing on 5–6 
and 10–11 February en route. Although Chou acknowledged that “the positions 
of the CPC [China] and CPSU [Russia] were either very close or completely 
coincidental” in respect of Vietnam, Beijing refused a joint declaration con-
demning Washington for breaching the Geneva accords. Mao, ever suspicious 
of Soviet motives, coolly displayed little interest in any direct confrontation with 
Washington. He offered no further aid to Hanoi: “The people of South Viet-
nam,” he said, “fi ght well enough even without us. It will on its own drive out the 
Americans.” As to the bombing, Mao considered this the “stupidity of the Ameri-
cans.” He also delivered a lecture on the world situation. “We are truly a warlike 
people . . . ,” he emphasized, “tension will grow. There is obviously no détente 
at all; this is also an illusion . . . we need to prepare for war.”’ All was not lost 
for Sino-Soviet relations, however. “In 10–15 years, when the imperialists raised 
their hand against you or ourselves, we will fi ght together. War will unite us.”99

Moscow moved more resolutely in support as a consequence of US bombing 
with the enthusiasm of the military.100 On 6 July 1965 the Council of Ministers 
resolved on the dispatch of instructors to train North Vietnamese in the use of 
surface-to-air missiles.101 About 2,500 went in.102 A total of more than 10,000 to 
12,000 men on strict rotation served over the course of the war. Between 1965 
and 1970 North Vietnamese air defenses absorbed more than 85 percent of 
Soviet military aid.103 Along with air defense, Moscow offered a squadron of 
fi ghter-interceptor aircraft with crew. Beijing was asked to accept overfl ights to 
supply them to Hanoi and base areas on Chinese soil while Vietnamese bases 
were in preparation. China refused point blank. Hanoi also preferred to have its 
own pilots trained in Russia for use of the MiG-21. Moscow agreed.104

Beijing conveyed to Washington (via an intermediary) a four-point statement 
emphasizing that China would not provoke war but would support anyone 
against US aggression and “fi ght to the end” should Washington retaliate.105 
In the event of US forces landing in North Vietnam, Beijing agreed to send in 
troops as strategic reserves.106 Ho announced that Hanoi would “take the main 
burden of the war by themselves,” but from Mao he also asked for and obtained 
“whatever support was needed by the Vietnamese.”107

Balancing between Moscow and Beijing became increasingly diffi cult, how-
ever, as relations between the two became more acute. Le Duan, the leading 
fi gure in the North Vietnamese party—aside from Ho, who was fatally ill—
took a detached view of Soviet “revisionism”: “The Soviet Union is like the 
sun. I would compare revisionism to the clouds. Clouds may perhaps for a 
time cover the sun, but it always reappears.”108 That this relaxed attitude ir-
ritated Beijing in the heat of the so-called Cultural Revolution was apparent 
when Le Duan visited in November 1966 and was refused access to Mao.109 By 
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then China had more than 200,000 soldiers controlling the strategic routes to 
South Vietnam and Laos handling air defense along the line from Dien Bien 
Phu– Hanoi–Honghai to the Chinese border.110 Inevitably with Hanoi’s forces 
simultaneously concentrated to the south, fears naturally arose that the Chinese 
presence could give rise to “a potential coup d’état.”111

Beijing’s presence worked to Hanoi’s advantage: Johnson was thereby inhib-
ited from the most extreme options that others favored by the daunting pros-
pect of reliving 1950–51.112 Washington was therefore driven to seek help from 
Moscow. Kosygin was, however, content to wait upon events. He repeatedly 
said that he had “no authorization whatever from our Vietnamese comrades” 
to negotiate. Kosygin also emphasized that “the Vietnamese comrades do not 
exclude a political settlement, even one bypassing the Chinese (Pomimo Ki-
taitsev).” That settlement “would be on the basis of the retention of the 17th 
parallel.” The advice he offered was to respond directly to Chairman of the 
Council of Ministers Pham Van Dong’s four points. He insisted Washington 
could never win through force. Instead the Americans would be chased out as 
they had been elsewhere.113

The bombing of the North at the time of Kosygin’s visit in February 1965 
had been humiliating. It ensured that any talk of Johnson visiting Moscow was 
completely scotched. “It showed to them that there had never been any serious 
intention of such a visit,” Dobrynin told Harriman, Governor of New York and 
Johnson’s intermediary. “His remarks exposed again the sensitivity and feeling 
of inferiority which I have noted over the years, but which has not been as 
marked recently,” Harriman concluded, entirely missing the point.114 In his 
fi rst round of conversations with Harriman in Moscow during July 1965, Kosy-
gin had said that the Vietnamese problem was “an impediment to the solution 
of many important problems such as disarmament, nuclear weapons and the 
like.”115

HAWKS IN MOSCOW SPEAK OF WAR

Escalation of the war exacerbated rivalry within. Brezhnev and Kosygin were 
not securely in place. Others, such as the younger Shelepin, who believed Brezh-
nev’s post should have been his for the taking,116 were advancing on the basis 
of more assertive policies. At the celebrations of the October Revolution an-
niversary in the Kremlin on 7 November 1964 Shelepin, “tough and generally 
on the attack,” launched a verbal assault on the British ambassador and two 
other envoys concerning Johnson’s recent speech on aid to Saigon. Shelepin 
compared it to Churchill’s iron curtain speech. He also said of Khrushchev, by 
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way of warning, that the “old man used to blather away, but we are not bound 
by what he said.” Before this could be clarifi ed, Kosygin appeared and he sheep-
ishly confessed to having expressed his personal opinion.117

Shelepin lost his position as Deputy Chairman of the Council of Ministers in 
1965 but retained membership of the all-important Politburo. Bovin, working 
under Andropov in the Central Committee apparat, recalls: “Toward the mid-
dle of 1966 within the Soviet leadership there began to develop a determination 
to stamp their feet, to intimidate the Americans, to put them in their place. It 
was proposed to have a tough conversation on the ‘hot line,’ to recall the ambas-
sador from Washington, to organize military exercises in the Far East etc.” This 
prompted a memorandum to Andropov for discussion in the Politburo. The 
measures suggested, Bovin argued, made sense only in the event that “we are 
prepared to go to war with the United States of America and . . . if, although we 
are not prepared to fi ght, the Americans believe in our readiness to start military 
action against the USA.” But, Bovin continued, none of these conditions held 
good. Instead he recommended encouraging Hanoi to negotiate and at the 
same time increasing military assistance in the form of armaments.118

Thus when Kosygin and Soviet diplomats warned of the Vietnam War esca-
lating to general war, the attitudes of the more hawkish could not have been far 
from their minds. In mid-May the bombing of Hanoi in progress and US inter-
vention in the Dominican Republic a public spectacle, Grechko addressed the 
leadership, evidently with Brezhnev’s support. He represented these two events 
as provocations against Moscow that could lead to action against Cuba. Active 
measures were therefore required, such as mobilization of the armed forces in 
Germany and Hungary as a demonstration effect. And were Cuba threatened, 
then Moscow had to be ready to hit West Berlin. They should not fear the 
risk of war. Mikoyan, witnessing this display of belligerence, was completely 
“taken aback.”119 A week later, when the matter was opened to extended discus-
sion, Mikoyan, Kosygin, Podgorny, and Suslov dismissed the proposals, Kosygin 
pointing out the manner in which both Stalin and Khrushchev were eventually 
forced to back down after creating a crisis over Berlin.120

The Shelepin faction was not removed until 1967 when approaches were 
made to Mikoyan to have Brezhnev supplanted.121 What Kosygin told Harri-
man in July 1965 was also to have great signifi cance in the next few years for the 
emergence of détente: “One possibility would be for a meeting to be held—not 
necessarily in the USSR or U.S., it doesn’t matter where—prior to a disarma-
ment conference where a fundamental understanding could be reached on 
these important issues.” In essence he wanted a summit. “Naturally, progress 
could be made by conventional methods as well, but faster progress might be 
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made by adopting unconventional ones. However nothing can be done today 
because of the Vietnamese problem. Thus, the Vietnamese problem—which is 
a small problem—becomes large and infl uences all other important issues.”122 
By then, however, Washington had slipped ineluctably into combat operations 
on the ground.

Kosygin had good reason to believe that Washington and Hanoi would ulti-
mately be obliged to negotiate a peace, but as a result of the pressure from events 
alone. This much was confi rmed when on 6 October the Russian military at-
taché in Hanoi reported that “among part of the offi cer corps of the Vietnamese 
army feelings of discontent are apparent with respect to the course being pur-
sued by the leadership of the DRV, which to please the Chinese is conducting 
a policy not meeting the interests of the Vietnamese people. The Vietnamese 
people are tired of protracted war and the sacrifi ces entailed and see no real 
prospect of any improvement in the situation. The people show indifference 
toward the political tasks undertaken under the slogan ‘a decisive struggle to 
the end.’ These feelings are deepening given that, with weak military-economic 
capabilities of its own, the DRV is giving assistance to Laos.” Thus “offi cers of 
the Vietnamese People’s Army are strengthening in the belief that the political 
line of the leadership of the DRV and the VWP directed at refusal to search 
for means of resolving the Vietnamese question by means other than direct 
military struggle is wrong.”123 Opinion in Hanoi shifted, however, and Soviet 
understanding was often little more than inspired guesswork.

COMMUNISM IN INDONESIA ABORTED

Elsewhere in Asia US interests were also threatened at another crossroads 
where Moscow and Beijing competed for dominance, notably in the most 
populous country of Southeast Asia, where China already wielded signifi cant 
infl uence: the former Dutch East Indies. After gaining independence for In-
donesia on 27 December 1949, President Hatta had recognized China only a 
few months later. An irredentist state, claiming territory from Malaya, and in 
search of a major role in Asia commensurate with its massive population, In-
donesia had hosted the fi rst conference of nonaligned countries in Bandung in 
1955. And in October 1956 President Sukarno became only the second head of 
state after Ho to visit Beijing in a fanfare of publicity. Thereafter the two states 
increasingly swam the same waters. Thus in Indonesia the Unites States faced 
“a nation-wide, gov[ernmen]t sanctioned leftist effort to remove [the] American 
presence.”124 In January 1965 Sukarno withdrew from the UN. The normally 
taciturn Soviet ambassador, Mikhailov, expressed his anxiety at Indonesia’s 
drift toward war with Malayia and at its orientation away from Moscow toward 
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 Beijing.125 And Sukarno was no friend of Washington. CIA had tried and failed 
to overthrow him in 1958.126 He had long engaged in a delicate balancing act 
mixing nationalism with socialism and anti-Americanism in order to outfl ank 
the powerful Communist Party (PKI) oriented more toward Beijing than Mos-
cow. The confl ict with Malaysia had driven him ever closer to the Eastern bloc, 
which gave the PKI ever-growing infl uence.

The PKI had a remarkable General Secretary in Aidit, born in Insel Suma-
tra of Malay extraction on 30 July 1923. Aidit rose rapidly through the ranks of 
the communist youth movement, then underground, from 1939 to 1945, before 
becoming leader of the Party proper in 1951 at the early age of twenty-eight. 
Membership then stood at a mere 7, 910. By 1963, however, the PKI numbered 
some 3.5 million,127 with a further 1.5 million in the youth wing and another 
25 million in front organizations.128 The PKI pressed Sukarno to arm the 
 peasantry and dismiss the more moderate ministers. And in a TV interview 
on 4 February Sukarno said he did not mind the PKI taking power as long 
as it did not harm the country.129 CIA then reported that President Sukarno 
had “given instructions for [the] sustained harassment of American offi cials in 
Indonesia.”130 In an unusual message of greetings to the PKI on 20 May, Mao 
congratulated the Party on having “indonesianized Marxism-Leninism with 
outstanding success.” On 23 May Aidit called for the confi scation of US prop-
erty. Britain concluded that “Indonesia is slipping steadily into the Communist 
sphere.”131 “Perhaps like Castro he [Sukarno] will in due course discover that he 
has been a Communist all the time,” a diplomat noted sardonically.132

Preoccupied with Vietnam, strategically far less important than Indonesia, 
Johnson was initially inclined to appease Sukarno. But in the early hours of the 
morning on 1 October Lieutenant Colonel Untung of the air force launched 
a savage coup and nearly succeeded in wiping out the entire leadership of the 
army, which was largely anticommunist. According to PKI Politburo member 
Sobsi, Sukarno’s illness prompted fears in the Party leadership that the council 
of generals would take the helm. A coup was fi rst discussed in July and settled 
on in August.133 Aidit’s visit to Beijing on 3–4 August may have played a con-
tributory role. Untung later acknowledged the role of the PKI, though that was 
under interrogation, where doubtless he could have been induced to say any-
thing.134 But Japan also learned that Untung was a PKI member and speculated 
that the Party leadership were unusually absent from the 1 October festivities 
in Beijing—celebrating the People’s Republic anniversary—because they were 
too busy preparing to seize power.135

A secret report from Pravda’s local correspondent Shurygin on 10 October 
reluctantly acknowledged that “it is quite possible that the communists pre-
pared something similar to the events of ‘30 September’; they wanted to draw 
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Sukarno and the most sympathetic elements of the air force into these events; 
however, for some reason or other, events took them by surprise, and the move 
took place prematurely. Here it is possible that at the critical moment the lead-
ership split. One of the reasons which could have driven them to act might 
have been a serious deterioration in Sukarno’s health on the night of 1 Oc-
tober. It is entirely possible that in these circumstances Lieutenant Colonel 
Untung decided to play the role of Boumedienne.”136 Aidit’s worry over Su-
karno’s health also emerged from the interrogation of PKI Politburo member 
Njono.137

Conspirator Major Bambang of the parachute regiment said the coup in-
volved more than the PKI and that some 2,000 volunteers had been brought in 
from various parts of the country for training by the air force at a base near Dja-
karta.138 The aim was said to be the formation of a supreme revolutionary coun-
cil that would lead to a national government under the PKI. General Nasution, 
however, escaped the purge by clambering over his garden wall. He then or-
chestrated a devastating onslaught against those responsible for the bloodthirsty 
murder of his friends and colleagues with some assistance from Washington. 
Robert Martens from the US embassy’s political section had spent the previous 
two years compiling a comprehensive list of PKI members. The list was handed 
over piecemeal to Tirta Kentjana (“Kim”) Adhyatman, an aide to Adam Malik, 
Suharto’s ally. “It really was a big help to the army,” Martens recalled. “They 
probably killed a lot of people, and I probably have a lot of blood on my hands, 
but that’s not all bad. There’s a time when you have to strike hard at a decisive 
moment.” “No one cared as long as they were Communists, that they were 
being butchered,” Howard Federspiel, Indonesian expert at INR, commented. 
“No one was getting very worked up about it.”139 Within a week, Sukarno still 
clinging to offi ce, and a parallel government in being, the military were round-
ing up and shooting PKI members en masse. In total around 300,000 were 
killed over the subsequent four and a half months.140

The reaction in Beijing, where insurrections overseas were strongly advo-
cated, shows how far out of touch with reality the Maoist leadership was. In 
1964 Mao pressed both the Indonesians and the Japanese to launch uprisings. 
And on 28 March 1966 Mao told a delegation from the Japanese Communist 
Party of two errors committed by the PKI. First, “they blindly believed in Su-
karno, and overestimated the power of the Party in the army”; second, the Party 
“wavered without fi ghting it out.”141 The precise role of CIA is still murky. In 
Djakarta, however, the deputy chief of mission “made clear that [the] embassy 
and USG[overnment] generally [were] sympathetic with and admiring of what 
[the] army [were] doing.”142
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The extinction of the PKI came as a shock to Moscow. But it represented 
a body blow to China. Testifying on 10 February 1966, from retirement, Ken-
nan argued that China had “suffered an enormous reverse in Indonesia . . . 
one of great signifi cance, and one that does rather confi ne any realistic hopes 
they may have for the expansion of their authority.”143 Russia, though broadly 
sympathetic to the PKI, was nevertheless prepared to carry on as though noth-
ing had happened. Talks between Washington and Moscow were still a real 
possibility, though Russia was inclined to hold progress elsewhere hostage to 
progress (on their terms) regarding Vietnam. Chinese activism was also appar-
ent in South Asia. There, in September 1965, Beijing had encouraged Pakistan 
in its longstanding confrontation with India over the latter’s continued posses-
sion of Muslim Kashmir. The resultant border war was mediated by Moscow, 
anxious to restore stability to a region where trouble could only benefi t rival 
China. The Tashkent agreement of 10 January 1966 succeeded in holding the 
line for a few years more. The image of the Brezhnev-Kosygin regime was thus 
at this early stage a good deal more reassuring than that of Maoist China, now 
succumbing to the misnamed Cultural Revolution, a brutal and xenophobic 
display of loyalty to Mao.

DÉTENTE WITH THE UNITED STATES?

When Harriman mentioned China, Britain, and France as likely interlocu-
tors on nuclear nonproliferation, Kosygin was typically brusque. On his view, 
Washington and Moscow were “the only real owners of nuclear weapons. Oth-
ers have some capability . . . but are not now of any importance. However, 
science is making great strides and is the property of all states. Cheaper bombs, 
which do not require the present tremendous amount of electric power for their 
manufacture, will be developed, Kosygin said. Many states will thus be able to 
possess nuclear weapons and when this happens, there will be no guarantees 
as to who might take these weapons into their hands.” Here Germany reared 
its head. What if another Hitler arose? “These weapons are terrible,” Kosygin 
said. “We must do all in our power to prevent proliferation of these weapons. 
That is why the American proposal to pool nuclear weapons [in NATO un-
der MLF]—which amounts to giving weapons to the Germans—arouses such 
emotional opposition in the USSR.”144 Of course, Moscow had yet to sign a 
nuclear nonproliferation treaty; neither had Bonn, for whom it was primarily 
envisaged (in Moscow). This turn in the discussion with Harriman led Kosygin 
on to a related issue: “The U.S. pretends the GDR does not exist, but it does 
exist . . . We will not let down the East Germans and turn them over to your 
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hands. . . . As I see it, let there be two Germanies for a while until they come 
together by themselves. You are none the worse off for this.”145

Kosygin was emotionally swayed by Vietnam but had to accept that Hanoi 
would not submit to mediation (after the precedent of Geneva in 1954–55). The 
dilemma was spelt out in a Foreign Ministry memorandum presented to the 
Politburo on 13 January 1967:

As regards the American aggression against Vietnam and its effect on bilateral 
relations, we should go on rendering comprehensive assistance to the DRV 
in consolidating its defense capacity to repulse the aggression, without get-
ting directly involved in the war. We must give the Americans to understand 
that further escalation in the military actions against the DRV will compel 
the Soviet Union to render its assistance to this country on an ever-growing 
scale, and that the only way out of the present situation is reaching a political 
solution on the basis of respecting the legitimate rights of the Vietnamese 
people. Nevertheless, putting an end to the Vietnam confl ict would undoubt-
edly have a positive effect on Soviet-American relations and open up new 
possibilities for solving certain international problems.146

Handling negotiations for Johnson, Harriman continued to fret over the fail-
ure of a recent British initiative to make progress. “Somehow the Soviets had 
to be induced to assume responsibility for bringing Hanoi to negotiations.”147 
Yet this wishful thinking matched a lack of realism about Vietnam as a whole. 
Harvard professor Henry Kissinger “was never against the war in Vietnam.”148 
As such he interceded with the Russians on behalf of the Johnson administra-
tion. Director of the Czech Institute of International Affairs Anton Snejdarek, 
an intelligence offi cer, who had headed the Czech military mission in Ger-
many in the late 1940s and was a member of the foreign policy collegium of the 
Czech Council of Ministers, told him that Moscow believed “the United States 
was getting stuck deeper and deeper in the muck of Vietnam. Sooner or later, 
the United States would get tired of it and then accept terms going far beyond 
anything now being conceived.” Moscow was counting on “American psycho-
logical exhaustion. A North Vietnamese victory would then enable the Soviet 
Union to strengthen its infl uence in Hanoi as a counterweight to China.”149 
Indeed, on 21 February an assessment for the Politburo took heart from the 
evident fact that Chinese leaders were worried by the tendency of the North 
Vietnamese toward greater independence of action from China.150

As the war showed no signs of ending, Moscow dropped its reservations and 
adopted a resolutely favorable view of communist prospects in South Vietnam. 
The US troop commitment had reached its upper limit of 650,000 to 750,000 
without mobilization. Armaments were fl owing southward in a “broad stream.” 
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In these circumstances Hanoi was uninterested in negotiations. “It can be es-
timated,” the Soviet ambassador told colleagues, “that the entire armed forces 
of the FLN are almost as powerful as the American, Saigon, and allied forces 
put together. The Saigon army merely functions as police, its morale is at rock 
bottom. The offi cer corps is corrupt and is thus disintegrating.” Desertion was 
at an all time high; some 100,000 were lost to Saigon in 1967. Without US aid 
the regime could not continue. “The Vietnam War and the negro problem are 
weighing Johnson down,” the North Vietnamese noted. “For this reason they 
intend to use military means up to the start of the election period to bolster 
Johnson’s position.”151 The only bad news for Moscow and its allies was that 
of Ho’s illness, which inevitably complicated decision making. But Southeast 
Asia was not the only theater of direct confrontation. The Middle East was now 
at boiling point and, as with Vietnam, the diehards in Moscow considered its 
policy too conciliatory.

THE SIX DAY WAR 1967

The perpetual threat from the Arab states to drive Israel into the sea turned 
it into a garrison state which, without natural frontiers, exercised the traditional 
right of preemptive war whenever its security was jeopardized. Nothing was 
done, however, to fi nd a humanitarian solution for the Palestinian refugees 
driven from the lands now settled. In 1967 Nasser took up refugee rights as 
the banner to unite Arab opinion by challenging Israel. Yet in the Arab world 
cacophony rather than harmony reigned. This made Israel no more secure, 
however. From 23 February 1966 the new radical Baathist government in Syria 
allied to Cairo began backing terrorist attacks against Israel from Fatah, the bur-
geoning Palestinian movement. Moscow had been approached by the Palestine 
Liberation Organization several times but held them at arms’ length.152 They 
turned instead to China.

Moscow insisted the Arab-Israeli dispute was an extension of global class 
struggle, with Israel an instrument of US power, ironically at the very time 
Washington refused to sell arms directly to Tel Aviv. Britain and France re-
mained the primary sources once West Germany had dropped out under Arab 
pressure. So sentiment within Israel became increasingly unilateralist. The an-
nouncement from London in 1966 that it would pull out from bases east of 
Suez, which would leave Aden open to the insurrectionist forces backed by 
Cairo and Moscow, added to anxieties.

Soviet ambassador in Tel Aviv Dmitrii Chuvakhin described Israel as occupy-
ing “an important place in the strategic plans of the imperialist Powers, having 
as their aim the struggle with the world socialist system,” and in their tactics, 
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“directed at sucking the blood out of and breaking down the anti-imperialist 
front of nations, at ‘casting off’ the national-liberation movement.” The West 
was blamed for trying to use Israel as “a standing source of tension in the Near 
and Middle East” to justify the “theory of the balance of power in this region.” 
Yet Chuvakhin looked upon the more fl exible foreign policy of Prime Minister 
and Defense Minister Levi Eshkol as a signifi cant improvement upon that of his 
predecessor, hardliner David Ben-Gurion, and understood that Israel’s interests 
were not always furthered by Western policy which was dictated by more global, 
anti-Soviet considerations. He highlighted the disputes between Israel and the 
other capitalist Powers—including US pressure on France to desist from aiding 
the construction of the nuclear reactor at Dimona. Chuvakhin also saw “little 
Israel” with its limited resources as unlikely to be able to sustain military rivalry 
with the Arab countries over the long term. But his proposals for a major Soviet 
peace initiative fell on deaf ears.153 In this he appears to have been infl uenced 
by lobbying from the Israeli Communist Party (Maki), chairman Moshe Sneh 
in particular.154

As terrorists continued to strike across the west bank of the Jordan River, 
Eshkol, a native Russian speaker, approached Chuvakhin in late October 1966 
asking for pressure on Damascus to avert a confl ict. Eshkol expressed his will-
ingness to meet the Soviet leadership at any time and in any place. Gromyko 
dismissed the proposal out of hand.155 On 9 November Deputy Foreign Minis-
ter Vladimir Semyonov warned the Israeli ambassador that his country should 
be cautious and take the longer view.156 But three days later an Israeli patrol was 
struck by a mine, losing three dead and six injured. The following day reprisals 
were launched against Fatah at Es-Samu in Jordan, which by then formed part 
of a united military command with Egypt and Syria.

Moscow now paid serious attention. Concern was apparent in Gromyko’s 
comment to the Politburo that “extremist elements among the Palestinians 
are also trying to take advantage of the deterioriation in the Arab-Israeli con-
fl ict. The leader of the ‘Palestine Liberation Organization,’ Ahmed Shukeiri, 
linked to China, has recently signifi cantly increased its activity in Arab coun-
tries, openly calling for war with Israel. Shukeiri stated at a press conference 
in Algiers in November this year that ‘instead of words, speeches, conferences, 
protests, we have armed struggle’ and that the ‘Palestine Liberation Organiza-
tion’ has the support of the Chinese People’s Republic, which supplies it with 
weapons and is training military personnel for it with the aim of solving the 
Palestinian problem by military means.” Given that Fatah’s attacks on Israel 
“may lead to serious complications in this region,” the Soviet ambassador to 
Syria had made representations to the prime minister in Damascus. “However,” 
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Gromyko continued, “there are signs that the Palestinian organization headed 
by Shukeiri has supporters within infl uential circles in Syria, Iraq, and Jordan 
and may precipitate the occurrence of even more serious incidents.” In the 
rear lurked China, “aiming at the opening of ‘a second Vietnam’ in the Near 
East.”157

The fact that even the more moderate kingdom of Jordan would not accept 
the idea of UN troops along the border to forestall further incidents showed 
Moscow how far out of line with Arab opinion it had come. Naturally an un-
representative monarchy that had annexed the west bank of the Jordan River 
(Palestine) in collusion with Israel had a precarious basis for legitimacy. Am-
bassador in Amman Petr Slyusarenko was nonetheless surprised to be told in 
confi dence by the foreign minister that “the presence of UN forces on the 
Jordani-Israeli demarcation line will deprive the Palestinians of the possibility 
of resolving the Palestinian problem by the only means available to them—
through armed struggle.” The UN presence in Gaza after all prevented Egypt 
helping the Palestinians.158

Having failed to restrain Arab opinion, Moscow instead decided to follow. 
The Central Committee plenum in December resolved to pursue “unswerv-
ingly” a policy designed to strengthen the forces of national liberation. Here 
the hawkish infl uence of Shelepin and his followers made itself felt. Whether 
Moscow was reading Israeli ciphers is not known, but if its leaders saw Chief 
of Staff Yizhak Rabin’s telegram to the military attaché in London, it would 
have fed hostile sentiment in Moscow and completely neutralized Eshkol’s ear-
nest efforts to keep the peace: “An escalation with Syria is not against Israel’s 
interest,” wrote Rabin, “and in my view there is no better time than now for a 
confrontation with Syria. I prefer to go to war rather than allow this continuous 
harassment, especially if the Syrians persist in their efforts to facilitate the activ-
ity of Fatah on our border.”159

While Israeli ambassador to the UN Gideon Rafael was in Moscow updating 
them on his country’s conduct, Semyonov handed the Israeli ambassador a note 
warning “that the Soviet government was in possession of information about 
Israeli troop concentrations” along its borders.160 On 13 May at a meeting with 
Anwar Sadat, chairman of the Egyptian National Assembly, Gromyko insisted 
that Moscow would stand fi rm alongside Damascus. And when Sadat stressed 
that in the next few years Egypt would have to conduct a greater struggle than 
in 1956, Gromyko answered: “We well understand this and on this question we 
can only agree. We have interests in common.”161

It was at around this time, mid-May, that Moscow “received reports that Israel 
was preparing a military attack against Syria and other Arab countries.”162 This 
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was passed on to Cairo and Damascus. Yet if this information was as poor as that 
which prompted Semyonov’s note of 26 April, little reliability should have been 
placed on it. Nevertheless on 16 May ambassador to Egypt Dmitrii Pozhidaev 
accompanied military attaché Fursov to see Defense Minister Shams A-Din 
Badran at his request. Pozhidaev was told of Egyptian information from Syria 
that Israel had indeed concentrated twelve brigades along the border. As a result 
the Egyptian Chief of Staff had left for Damascus. Syria had been assured that 
in the event of attack Egypt would immediately come to its assistance. Egyptian 
forces were moving into position in the Sinai. It was, however, agreed that mere 
frontier incidents would not be construed as an invasion from Israel. Badran 
wanted armaments from Moscow at short notice. From 1955 until 1966 Moscow 
had supplied military equipment to Egypt worth $1.16 billion, just over half 
gratis and the rest as low-interest credit.163 On 14 May Badran wrote to Grechko 
for more fi ghter aircraft: MiG-21s, Sukhoi-7s, and various other items.164

What came as a shock to Moscow as well as Tel Aviv was when Egypt de-
manded that the UN emergency force (UNEF) be withdrawn from the cease-
fi re line along the border with Israel.165 As tension rose, Johnson, tempted to 
back Israel overtly but dissuaded by Walt Rostow, his national security adviser, 
made it known that he could not “accept responsibilities on behalf of the 
United States for situations which arise as a result of actions on which we are 
not consulted.”166 But on 16 May Fawzi, Chief of the Egyptian General Staff, 
told commander of UNEF General Rikhye to withdraw and simultaneously 
placed all forces on full alert. At noon on 17 May Rafael heard that the UN had 
issued a statement saying that if Egypt insisted, the Secretary General would 
have to pull out UNEF completely.167

The Egyptian ambassador to the UN did not even know whether the pullout 
was to be partial or whether the Secretary General would receive a formal re-
quest. Yet both U Thant and his deputy, Ralph Bunche, rapidly agreed, despite 
the fact that it confl icted entirely with the understandings reached in 1957 when 
UNEF was formed and the fact that they knew there to be no concentration 
of Israeli forces along the Syrian frontier.168 Interestingly, Egypt indicated that 
Bunche had actually opposed the idea of pulling out UNEF but that U Thant, 
who seemed not to understand the likely consequences, insisted.169 U Thant 
thereby breached the undertaking given to Israel in March 1957 in return for 
evacuating the Straits of Tiran and Gaza, augmented by a letter from his pre-
decessor dated 5 August 1958.170 Whatever the motives for this ineptitude, the 
sequel was tragically predictable.

Even Moscow regarded Egypt’s demand as “ill-advised.”171 Cairo explained 
its reasoning variously: an attempt to deter Israeli military action against Syria; 
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a means of bolstering policy on the Palestinian question by showing that its forces 
were capable of acting against Israel; and an effort to foil Anglo-American plans 
to bring down the Syrian government. Vice President Marshal Amer insisted 
they were not about to attack Israel but added that Egypt had to be prepared 
for any eventuality “right up to a serious military confl ict.” He also asked that 
Moscow speed up delivery of the MiG-21s due for 1968 so that they reach Egypt 
before the end of 1967. They also needed 100–150 armored troop carriers.172

If Moscow saw this saber rattling as risky, its passivity did nothing to cool the 
atmosphere. It appeared to be a situation that could be exploited at little or no 
expense. At the UN Sinologist and anti-Semite Fyodorenko, the Soviet ambas-
sador, was instructed to sustain close contact with Egypt and Syria, and that 
should they, as before, oppose bringing the situation to the Security Council, 
Fedorenko should support them. If the question arose as to Egypt’s right to have 
UNEF withdrawn, he should also back them up.173 Yet Moscow was never told 
beforehand what Cairo was expecting to do. On 20 May a paratroop battalion 
and an infantry brigade of the Egyptian army reached Sharm el-Sheikh. Long-
range 130-mm guns from the USSR were emplaced. Two days later Pozhidaev 
was informed by Nasser of another fait accompli while U Thant was en route 
to Egypt to mediate.

Nasser thanked Fyodorenko for detail on the numbers and location of Israeli 
forces. He claimed that on 12 May certain political fi gures had directly threat-
ened Syria with war and the occupation of Damascus, evidently counting on 
Egypt’s embroilment in the Yemen to deter it from offering effective support. 
Subsequent measures had sobered Israel, he claimed. They were now calling 
for peace. Speaking to Egyptian forces in the Sinai that same day—22 May—
Nasser announced the “decision of the UAR government [Egypt] to close entry 
to the Gulf of Aqaba to all Israeli vessels and also to vessels of third countries 
bringing strategic goods to Israel. By taking this step, the president said, the 
UAR wishes to reestablish the position prevailing prior to the aggression of 
1956.”  “Israel always threatened,” he continued, “that if the Gulf of Aqaba was 
closed, it would unleash a war. The UAR is not determined to complicate the 
situation any further, in Nasser’s words. But should Israel have recourse to war, 
then the UAR will reply by every means at its disposal.” And, having taken 
this risky step without prior consultation, Nasser now asked that Moscow issue 
the same kind of declaration as it had issued in October 1956 against Britain, 
France, and Israel. Not only would this not complicate its relations with Wash-
ington, but it would fully clarify the situation.174

The same day it was announced that Iraq would join Egypt in the event 
of war. King Feisal of Saudi Arabia added his country to the list on 23 May, 
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 followed by Jordan on the 24th, and four days later general mobilization was an-
nounced in the Sudan. On 29 May Algeria said units were to go to the Middle 
East to help Egypt. A further menacing omen was the signature by King Hus-
sein on 30 May of a pact with Nasser which placed of Jordan’s forces under 
Egyptian command. Nasser foolishly stated: “Today we tell the Israelis we are 
facing you in the battle and are burning with the desire for it to begin.”175 On 
31 May the Iraqi air force moved to its most western base, closest to Israel.

Meanwhile Badran had come to Moscow to ask the Russians for their agree-
ment to a preemptive strike against Israel. Kosygin led the talks along with Dep-
uty Minister Vladimir Semyonov and the head of a Near Eastern department. 
Arabist Pogos Akopov was present as an adviser. Kosygin was adamantly against 
the idea, repeating his refusal on the following day. Nasser backed down.176 
Clearly uninformed of the change, on 3 June Egyptian commander General 
Mortajii issued an order of the day: “Our forces are arrayed in accordance with 
a clearly defi ned plan. We are completely ready to carry the war beyond Egypt’s 
borders. The outcome of this great hour will be of historic importance to our 
Arab nation and to the Holy War. This is the day we have been waiting for—to 
restore the plundered land to its rightful owners. I have been asked, when will 
the time come for the Jihad? The time is now!”177 Two days later Nasser circu-
lated governments with the assertion that a blockade was now in force, justi-
fi ed by the “state of war with Israel.” Israel was entirely encircled. In the face 
of all this, U Thant’s timid and tentative attempts to sustain the peace proved 
futile.178

Rostow explained to Johnson the importance of “dealing with Nasser not on a 
rising trend but in somewhat the same as Khrushchev in the Cuba missile crisis; 
Nasser is trying to achieve a quick fi x against an underlying waning position.”179 
The blockade of Tiran necessarily drew Washington into the game. Eisenhower 
had, as a quid pro quo to ensure Israeli evacuation of the Sinai, agreed on 
11 February 1957 to keep the straits open. But Washington—now bogged down 
in Vietnam—refused to step up to the line, despite repeated personal entreaties 
from Tel Aviv. For Rostow there was no way of coming out ahead, whether by 
challenging Egypt or deserting Israel. “Whoever is the bigger winner, we are 
the sure loser,” he quipped.180 Washington had on 20 May brought elements 
of the Sixth Fleet to within two days’ steaming time of the eastern shore of the 
Mediterranean, near Crete and Rhodes.

Rostow wrongly believed that Moscow feared an Arab-Israeli war because if 
Israel won, “after more than 10 years of pouring Soviet arms into the Middle 
East, the whole Soviet arms game will be profoundly degraded. It has already 
been substantially degraded by the outcome in Indonesia.”181 But Moscow’s 
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greater fear was of alienating Nasser. Unwilling to sanction preemptive war, it 
nevertheless made no attempt to restrain him from blockading the gulf.182 At 
the Soviet embassy in Cairo, Sergei Tarasenko and his colleagues knew that 
in the event of war Israel would win. But, he recalls, “We thought that Egypt 
would stick it for two-three weeks or a month; then the Superpowers would in-
terfere and fi nd their way to a settlement.” They certainly “didn’t think it would 
be so short.”183 Moreover, Gromyko always assumed Israel would do what it was 
told by the United States.184 The US Joint Chiefs of Staff predicted a swift Israeli 
victory.185 Rostow thus advised a nod and a wink to Israel, leaving to it the deci-
sion on the action to be taken. On his view, if Israel took more Arab territory, 
it could hold its return hostage to full diplomatic recognition. With an unoffi -
cial hint to Israel from Johnson’s confi dant, Supreme Court Justice Abe Fortas, 
Washington thus effectively gave Tel Aviv an amber light for preemptive war.186 
By then, Syria was dangerously complacent that no war would take place.187 
Moscow, however, saw war as now inevitable, and there were no illusions about 
its likely outcome. The fl eet—with a total of 25 warships, 9 submarines (2 of 
which were atomic), 1 training cruiser, 4 destroyers, 2 large antisubmarine ves-
sels, 6 protection vessels, and 2 trawlers—was instructed to keep out of the way 
of the Americans and their allies.188

Israel struck at 7:45 a.m. on 5 June. The fi rst reports came in to the White 
House situation room at 2:38 a.m. eastern standard time; at 5:00 a.m. the log 
recorded: “All HELL broke loose.” The US ambassador at the UN proposed a 
cease-fi re and informally suggested to the Russians that both Israel and Egypt 
be asked to remove their forces to the territorial status quo ante bellum.189 To 
entangle Moscow, Cairo and Damascus falsely claimed that Washington and 
London were giving Israel air cover. Kosygin, however, refused to credit this 
and resisted Nasser’s persistent pressure.190 The Soviet delegation at the UN 
stalled, still awaiting instructions and Egypt hoping for a miracle. Finally at 
around noon on the following day, Semyonov telephoned on an open line tell-
ing them to await instructions. These were to accept the proposal informally 
proffered by US ambassador Goldberg; that unavailing, then acceptance of the 
cease-fi re. Gromyko added that this should be done even in the face of Arab 
opposition.191 At 4:00 p.m. Fyoderenko called for a resolution for a cease-fi re 
on the assumption that the original Goldberg proposal was still on offer. This 
misunderstanding was evident in Kosygin’s message to Johnson received on 
7 June.192 By instinct pro-Israeli, Johnson persuaded Rostow that a mere cease-fi re 
would then put the onus on the Arabs to come to terms. “This would mean that 
we could use the de facto situation on the ground to try to negotiate not a return 
to armistice lines but a defi nitive peace in the Middle East,” Rostow noted.193
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Moscow airlifted spares for Egyptian tanks and aircraft but did nothing fur-
ther.194 The airlift took more than 120 Ilyushin-27 transporters fl ying 350 sorties 
and was accomplished by the end of 8 June.195 Moscow also provided air cover 
with MiG-25s and manned antiaircraft batteries: “Our missile men were on 
the front line of the Suez Canal,” Tarasenko recalls.196 A US emissary reported 
from Tel Aviv that Israel did not intend to repeat the experience of 1956–57, “to 
withdraw within their boundaries with only paper guarantees that fall apart at 
the touch of Arab hands.”197 Israel was this time going to hold out for all it could 
get before withdrawal. The problem for Washington was how to make Israel 
more pliable when Eshkol insisted he “isn’t going to pay any attention to any 
imperialist pressures.”198

On 10 June Kosygin once again contacted Johnson to complain that Israel 
was ignoring the UN resolution on a cease-fi re. Moscow, anxious lest Israel 
seize Syria, now issued a direct threat: “A moment of great responsibility has 
now arrived,” the message read, “which obliges us, if military action does not 
cease within hours, of taking independent decisions. We are prepared for this. 
However, such action may bring us to blows, which would lead to a great ca-
tastrophe. Apparently there are forces in the world for whom this would be 
advantageous.”199 Under cover at the Soviet embassy in Washington, KGB offi -
cer Boris Sedov warned CIA that Moscow would intervene militarily to protect 
Damascus if the Israelis continued to refuse a cease-fi re.200 From Washington 
the order immediately went out to bring elements of the Sixth Fleet to within 
100 miles of the coast. Amphibious units were, however, held back south of 
Crete. “It wasn’t Dayan that kept Kosygin out,” Johnson later insisted.201

PROSPECTS FOR ARMS LIMITATION

Kosygin’s presence at the UN also afforded an opportunity to discuss arms 
control at a higher level. Washington was alarmed at deployment of an antibal-
listic missile (ABM) system around Moscow. The Vietnam War was straining the 
budget, given that raising taxes was not an option without jeopardizing electoral 
hopes for 1968. Thus Washington approached Moscow with a view to mutual 
abnegation of ABM systems. At the urging of Dobrynin, the Politburo agreed to 
sound out Washington on negotiations to restrict both defensive and offensive 
systems. This was done on 18 March 1966. But doubtless because it still held the 
advantage in offensive systems, the United States did not respond, instead press-
ing once again merely for ABM restrictions without, however, curbing research 
and development.202 The Soviet side repeated its offer on 6 December.203 But 
Moscow was in no great hurry. Washington responded in mid-February 1967204 
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and prompted confi rmation in a letter from Kosygin to Johnson on 27 Febru-
ary.205 As became rapidly evident, Moscow was not interested in freezing the 
existing balance of strategic power which lay to US advantage.206

Once clear that both sides were willing to proceed, it also became evident 
that progress would splinter both governments. Whereas McNamara was look-
ing to the long term and the impossibility of sustaining superiority without 
breaking the budget, the military naturally wanted to keep the high margin of 
advantage they already possessed. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Gen-
eral Earle Wheeler naturally insisted that he “wanted a plan that would main-
tain the strategic superiority of the U.S. at all times.”207 It is also striking that 
early in October Dobrynin said that the reason why Moscow did not respond to 
more detailed US proposals “was not lack of interest nor lack of attention . . . 
but was because of the differing points of view within the Soviet Government 
on it. . . . unlike the U.S. Government where there appeared to be ready means 
of coordination on both the political and military aspects of such a proposal, 
in the Soviet Government the Foreign Ministry dealt primarily with political 
questions and all military matters were the responsibility of the Defense Min-
istry. In the Foreign Ministry,” Dobrynin emphasized, “there were few, if any, 
individuals having experience and competence in a subject of this sort and the 
military were unwilling to let the Foreign Ministry discuss the question in any 
way except what he characterized as ‘meaningless general terms.”’ Dobrynin 
added that US boasting of a two to three margin of superiority created severe 
diffi culty “for those in the Soviet Union who felt that such talks might be useful 
to convince the military that any serious discussion of limitations and possible 
reductions was in the Soviet interest.”208

The Shelepin faction had to be purged from the leadership for the road to 
be cleared. Semichastny was removed from the KGB on 18 May. Then, fi rst 
secretary of the Moscow city Party organization, the young militant Nikolai 
Yegorychev, spoke out at the Central Committee plenum after the Six Day War, 
expressing anxiety at the state of Soviet defenses. On 27 June he was promptly 
and unceremoniously replaced by the reliable Viktor Grishin.209 Shelepin was 
moved over to Grishin’s old job as head of the trades unions. On 26 September 
he lost his post as a secretary of the Central Committee.

Although initially skeptical about US proposals for banning ABM systems 
and by inclination suspicious of Washington, in 1968 Kosygin clashed with the 
Soviet military in commissioning a study of the arms race.210 He was the fi rst 
Politburo member to endorse strategic arms limitation that July and at a meet-
ing in November requested with former Defense Secretary McNamara, he de-
scribed disarmament as an “imperative necessity.”211 The opening of the treaty 
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on the nonproliferation of nuclear weapons (NPT) for signature on 1 July 1968 
fi nally paved the way for talks to be scheduled. The Czech crisis then delayed 
a decision on timing from Moscow. It was, however, on 20 August—the very 
eve of the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia—that Kosygin wrote to Johnson 
proposing talks in Geneva on 30 September. Although, perhaps, lightening the 
blow to East-West relations of restoring by force the dominance of Soviet social-
ism in the Warsaw Pact, it meant that Johnson was effectively in no position to 
sanction arms control negotiations before presidential elections that November. 
This delay gave Moscow more time to build up its offensive missile capability 
prior to talks. It therefore may have resulted from a compromise between doves 
and hawks to put off until tomorrow the disruptive bickering involved in ham-
mering out an agreed negotiating position.

AN OPENING IN EUROPE

Concerns mirrored in Washington and Moscow about the need to slow down 
the spiraling arms race had been reinforced by mutual antipathy to Bonn’s 
 acquisition of nuclear weapons.212 In this respect Bundy told Dobrynin on 
23 November 1965 “that we understood the Soviet concern with Germany and 
that indeed we shared it.”213 A key incentive for Moscow was the MLF allow-
ing Bonn access to atomic weapons without actually possessing them.214 The 
skepticism of Bundy and others had already done much to undermine plans. 
Nonproliferation thus paved the way to a larger discussion of strategic nuclear 
issues and the potential of arms control.

China was of some signifi cance. Worsening relations confronted Moscow 
with the prospect of a war on two fronts. Washington also attributed Russian 
willingness to limit the arms race to falling GNP and failure to decide on a fi ve-
year plan, which was, in 1967, already two years overdue. Kosygin, the leader 
most centrally concerned with the economy, told the Poles that the arms race 
and commitments overseas were stretching the economy too far.215 He com-
plained to Johnson of “the confl icting demands for resources” and that “he was 
under great pressure to devote more of the resources of his country to . . . peace-
ful pursuits, that many people came to him with requests for more money and 
that he was hard put to explain why not all these requests could be granted.”216 
The same needs also militated in favor of détente in Europe.

Several years earlier Moscow had proposed a collective European security 
system encompassing “all the countries of Europe with the participation of the 
USA.”217 This originated with Polish Foreign Minister Adam Rapacki and re-
fl ected the longstanding aim to secure international recognition of the Polish-
German frontier as immutable, not merely inviolable. Rapacki repeated the 
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request at the UN on 14 December with a call for a European security confer-
ence.218 The proposals were subsequently ratifi ed by the political consultative 
committee of the Warsaw Pact on 19–20 January 1965, emphasizing their Polish 
origins.219 The idea of a European security conference contained within it a 
trap, however: the GDR could expect to attend, yet the NATO Powers refused 
to recognize its existence. In other words the proposed conference was a round-
about way of securing recognition of East Germany. And since NATO could 
not commit to that without prior permission from Bonn, the initiative remained 
stillborn. Thus sooner or later Moscow had to win over Bonn, though without 
the disruptive tactics of Khrushchev: loose talk of another Rapallo merely un-
settled Poland, against whom the original treaty (April 1922) had been aimed. 
Not until 1967, as we have seen, did the tide begin to turn.

France had always promised much but delivered little. Khrushchev brusquely 
dismissed de Gaulle as “king in [a] fairy tale with no clothes.”220 Illusions nev-
ertheless arose, not entirely discouraged by de Gaulle and furthered somewhat 
overenthusiastically by senior members of the Soviet embassy in Paris, seduced 
by the great man and the resurgence of French prestige.221 Ambassador Sergei 
Vinogradov, onetime professor of history before unexpected dispatch to Ankara 
in 1940, openly admired de Gaulle as “a very great man—even greater than 
Churchill.”222 Moreover, de Gaulle kicked the Americans out of France and 
abandoned NATO’s permanent organization in 1966, but—despite the mate-
rial costs to French interests (notably access to US intelligence)—this was no 
prelude to a Franco-Soviet pact.

The Franco-Soviet honeymoon ended badly when de Gaulle toured the 
USSR in the summer of 1966 with his tiresome reiteration of “La Russe” in-
stead of “L’Union Soviètique.” Even though France continued to display un-
usual solicitude for Soviet feelings,223 de Gaulle was resigned to staying within 
NATO when the treaty came up for renewal in 1969, albeit outside the inte-
grated military structure. Johnson acknowledged to Chancellor Kurt Kiesinger 
his appreciation of the fact that NATO could be abandoned only if the threat 
from Moscow were removed, and that this had yet to be done.224 Thus the 
worst fears expressed by Rusk, refracted in Moscow’s hopes, that “President de 
Gaulle’s growing fear of Germany, plus his desire to cast France in a leading 
world position, may induce him to go to unusual lengths to reach an under-
standing with the Soviet Union” were never realized.225 Indeed, de Gaulle 
began to follow Bonn’s Osteuropapolitik in pursuing a policy of divide and 
rule between East Europeans and Russians. Speaking to the Polish assembly 
in September 1967, he insisted he had done all he could. “I left the military 
organs of NATO and now I expect that you, in your own sphere, will follow my 
example.”226
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Paris a disappointment, it made good sense turning to Bonn. Soviet policy 
had hitherto been almost entirely negative because the CDU sought reunifi -
cation on its own terms: it denied recognition to East Berlin, ostracized any 
states that granted such recognition, and continued to argue for direct access 
to nuclear weapons. But this strategy proved fruitless. Hopes for reunifi cation 
had to await détente.227 Neither Adenauer nor Erhard accepted concessions 
to Moscow in advance of withdrawal from the “zone.” Bonn had a veto over 
NATO recognition of the GDR. This resulted from being the army second only 
in size and effectiveness to the United States within the alliance. London was 
too fi xated on entry into the European Economic Community (EEC) against 
French wishes to risk delicate relations with Bonn. Having failed to convince 
Kennedy to back out of Berlin, Moscow saw nothing to lose from encouraging 
de Gaulle to extract France from NATO. While this enticing illusion prevailed, 
it had little or no incentive to reach out to Bonn.

Andropov was keen to make progress in Germany, “the main strategic bridge-
head of NATO” as well as the leading state, both economically and militar-
ily, in Western Europe.228 Germanists within the Foreign Ministry were not 
a speedy route to that objective. Prior to SALT they inched ahead under the 
leadership of Semyonov, while Gromyko focused on Washington. Falin said 
Gromyko scorned the Germans as about as important as “a Central African 
tribe.”229 When, for instance, Gromyko fi nally met former mayor of West Berlin 
Willy Brandt in October 1968, he appeared completely uninformed and relied 
entirely on Semyonov.230 And this mattered, because the Erhard administra-
tion had unrolled a “peace initiative” for the mutual renunciation of force on 
25 March 1966.231 It was a counter to “communist propaganda against 
Germany,”232 so it cannot have been a great surprise when the Soviet re-
sponse of 17 May proved “intransigent and without any sign of a readiness to 
compromise.”233 But this habit of closing ranks whenever an initiative came in 
from Bonn ultimately proved unsustainable.

Due to Gromyko’s characteristic stubbornness, Moscow insisted once again 
on its own terms: signature of the NPT; denuclearization of Germany (which 
meant withdrawal of US forward-based nuclear-capable systems); a European 
security conference; and a German peace settlement based on recognition of 
the territorial status quo, including recognition of West Berlin as an entity en-
tirely independent of the Federal Republic. Bonn’s access to nuclear weapons 
tended to arouse the sharpest feelings in Moscow. The USSR, Kosygin warned, 
“would use force to prevent it. This was a categorical position.”234 It is argued 
strongly by some that by rejecting Bonn’s proposals for partnership in nuclear 
weapons and by demanding greater payments for military equipment pressed 
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upon reluctant West Germans, Johnson inadvertently precipitated the downfall 
of Erhard after his visit to Washington at the end of September 1966. “Thus in 
1966,” recalls Helmut Schmidt, “the American lack of international experience 
and the egoistical lack of consideration on the part of the American President 
helped bring down the Chancellor and led to a change of coalition in Bonn.”235 
Conditions were thus ripe for a fundamental reappraisal of Soviet-German 
relations.

Progress had to await emergence of the Grand Coalition under Kiesinger in 
December 1966. Even then attitudes such as Kosygin’s required delicate foot-
work. For the fi rst time the SPD was in offi ce, though not fully in power, with 
Brandt as Foreign Minister. Born in Lübeck on 18 December 1913 as Herbert 
Ernst Karl Frahm to a working-class mother, Brandt joined the SPD during the 
battle against both the Nazis and the communists in 1930. From there he moved 
to the Trotskyist Socialist Workers’ Party and fl ed to Norway in 1933, under the 
nom de guerre Willy Brandt. After detention by German occupation forces, 
who failed to identify him, he fl ed to Sweden and took Norwegian citizenship. 
He resumed German citizenship and rejoined the SPD after the war in Berlin, 
where he worked for Mayor Reuter. After his own service as mayor, he became 
chairman of the SPD in 1964. Described as “a massive fellow, about six foot 
one, about 215 pounds, handsome, possessed, standing very straight,” he is said 
to have evinced no great intelligence but acted with “decency and integrity.”236 
His great assets were charm—a great man for the ladies—and toughness.

The arrival of the socialists in offi ce caused a stir in Moscow, which now 
divided as to how to proceed. The new State Secretary at the Ausamt, Klaus 
Schütz, “said that the Federal Government were determined to see what could 
be done in Eastern Europe. Their immediate task was to convince the Soviet 
Union that the improvement of West German relations with the Soviet Union’s 
European allies was not directed against Moscow and also to prevent Ulbricht 
lining up the other Warsaw Pact members behind his own hard line.”237 To 
avert a split, what Brandt and Kiesinger had agreed upon was to pursue dip-
lomatic relations with Romania and Czechoslovakia, in expectation of isolat-
ing the GDR within the Warsaw Pact. Here Romania presented little problem, 
in that its dictator Nicolae Ceauşescu, rather like de Gaulle in respect of the 
Americans, welcomed any and every opportunity to spit in the face of Moscow. 
Stalinism at home and nationalism abroad was uncomfortable but ultimately 
acceptable to the Kremlin; the reverse, as the Prague Spring came to show, was 
anathema. The key to the success of the Eastern policy did not lie here, how-
ever. “Importance was attached to approaching Czechoslovakia simultaneously 
in order to break into the more infl exible northern tier within the Warsaw Pact. 
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While no one in Germany would oppose diplomatic relations with Rumania,” 
Schütz pointed out, “the government would have serious differences from the 
Sudeten Germans and others over Czechoslovakia. This was one reason why 
they did not want discussion in the Cabinet now.”238

A Russian diplomat, Aleksandr’ Zinchuk, said Moscow was waiting with an 
open mind to see what the Grand Coalition signifi ed. Ulbricht would, he ac-
knowledged with an ironical laugh, have his own views. But Germany “would 
no doubt be re-unifi ed one day in a federation or in some other way, but in the 
meantime there were two German states.”239 The fi rst fruit of the new Osteu-
ropapolitik appeared with diplomatic recognition of the Federal Republic by 
Romania (1967). Hitherto France had made it a working assumption that the 
states of Eastern Europe could be lured away from Moscow. Couve de Murville 
had assured Rusk that “these countries as a whole now have more freedom to 
act.”240 Yet France had nothing to offer as an incentive. Bonn, however, now 
had the largest and fastest growing economy in the region. But the elephant 
could scarcely move in the room without causing alarm.

The consequences of the new Osteuropapolitik were predictable. “The Zone 
[the GDR], frightened by the success of our East European policy, threatened 
by isolation, at fi rst placed on the defensive, has begun a counteroffensive,” 
noted Egon Bahr.241 As ambassador-at-large, and later head of policy planning 
at the Ausamt, this man—viewed by Moscow as a German Talleyrand—now 
ran Brandt’s offi ce. Much affected by the Berlin uprising and the refusal of 
the allies to act, a feeling reinforced by the allied reaction to erection of the 
Berlin Wall, it was Bahr who conceived and enunciated a novel philosophy on 
15 July 1963: that of Wandel durch Annäherung—change through rapproche-
ment: “The prerequisites for reunifi cation,” he had told the Evangelical Acad-
emy in Tutzing, “can only be worked out with the Soviet Union. They are not 
to be found in East Berlin, nor against the Soviet Union, nor without it.”242 
Only in 1969 with a new government could this fundamental truth at last fully 
implemented by Brandt, though Bahr insists that between himself and Brandt 
“there were no differences of opinion.”243

Brandt had also made informal overtures to the GDR in the fi rst half of 1966 
on the issues of human exchange and technology that encouraged him. Indeed, 
he was struck by just how porous the East German monolith turned out to 
be: “Behind this monolithic facade, there are groups and particular interests,” 
Brandt marveled.244 And this was critical to his belief that inner-German rela-
tions could be improved through détente. Dominated by Christian Democrats, 
Bonn was, however, still unwisely assuming that better relations with Moscow 
were not the absolute prerequisite to progress in Eastern Europe. This policy 
had to be pursued to destruction before an alternative was accepted. Bahr now 
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moved on Prague. Czechoslovakia was a crucial link in the northern tier of the 
Warsaw Pact. It was also the country that had suffered most from sovietization 
since 1948, since its technological level before absorption into the Eastern bloc 
placed it on a par with Germany.

East Berlin was disturbed that “the various tactical and demagogic ma-
neuvers of West German imperialism were not always suffi ciently speedily 
recognized. . . . The Czech reaction to the concrete actions of the Bonn gov-
ernment in the form of its ‘new Ostpolitik’ together with the Czech interest in 
improving relations with West Germany, above all in the economic fi eld, offers 
thereby from the West German side a starting point for sustaining it expansion-
ist aims and in pursuit of their gradual realisation.”245 The results were inevita-
bly disappointing because Moscow also loomed in the background ready to veto 
progress. On 12–13 June 1967 willingness to reach an accommodation proved 
insuffi cient to surmount the distance still separating the two sides.246 The inva-
sion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968 then demonstrated conclusively that a 
policy of divide and rule would fail.

CZECHOSLOVAKIA 1968: ILLUSIONS DISPELLED

In Moscow reasons of state had yet to predominate. The “refl ex of inter-
national duty” weighed heavily on policy making.247 And Brezhnev was not 
inclined to drop his guard: “The reasons that the imperialists do not dare attack 
Czechoslovakia, Poland, and the other socialist countries, is that they are aware 
of the immense military strength of the Soviet Union,” he insisted. “The Ameri-
cans leave in peace those countries with whom the Soviet Union has concluded 
a treaty because they know only too well that we are superior. They constantly 
talk about a balance of forces, but they are fully aware of the actual disposi-
tion of forces.”248 This was stated in Prague the day after Brezhnev arrived, on 
9 December 1967. He had been called in by First Secretary and President of the 
Republic Antonín Novotný to halt a revolt within the Central Committee.249 
He soon left in despair: “It appears . . . that the main cause of these diffi culties 
is the fact that . . . Novotný is incapable of cooperating with the comrades,” 
Brezhnev told Hungarian leader János Kádár on 13 December.250 The issues 
at stake were not merely economic (Czech backwardness relative to its prewar 
status and therefore every national expectation) but also ethnic, in that Novotný 
had reneged on Slovak autonomy and was attempting to marginalize Slovak 
politicians.

Moreover, under Novotný Prague had, since Khrushchev’s removal, behaved 
with a degree of independence that irritated Moscow. Discussions had been 
opened with West Germany for fi nancial credits despite Bonn’s  nonrecognition 
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of East Germany and its continued refusal to abrogate the Munich agreement 
of September 1938 that had stripped Czechoslovakia of the Sudetenland. CIA 
learned that in the summer of 1967 Novotný also pleaded with Moscow to cut 
the Czech share of aid to the Arab states. Moreover the regime had decreed 
that Czechs no longer needed to study Russian. And Washington also under-
stood that the majority of the Party favored granting diplomatic recognition to 
Bonn.251 Novotný thus looked like he was moving in the direction of Ceauşescu, 
combining authoritarian personal rule over Party and state with an increasingly 
assertive nationalism. But what was tolerated in the Balkans was less acceptable 
on the front line facing Bonn.

Slovak, Alexander Dubček, replaced Czech, Novotný, as First Secretary. 
Dubček had grown up in the USSR, his father’s place of exile, and was therefore 
regarded with a degree of trust. In Moscow, however, he met blank incompre-
hension when he told Soviet leaders of plans for renewal and revival.252 Brezh-
nev cautioned: “We are adamant that we cannot lose the GDR and that we can-
not fritter away the results of World War II; we must insist on stable European 
borders. These principles cannot be abandoned in exchange for money.”253 At 
a meeting with the aging and increasingly reactionary Gomułka on 7 February 
he was warned “that all this [Czech reform] would bring about uncontrollable 
political consequences. It could undermine the position of the Party.”254

On 9 February Rudé Právo published an article by senior member of the 
Presidium and Dubček supporter Josef Smrkovský on the conclusions of the 
Central Committee plenum. Here Smrkovský irritated Moscow by announcing 
the “search for a Czechoslovak road to socialism” and talking of “equal rights 
principles” in relations between socialist countries.255 This prompted Soviet am-
bassador Stepan Chervonenko to claim in a dispatch that Smrkovský was call-
ing for a “more independent” foreign policy, putting relations with the USSR 
on “an entirely new basis.”256 At a meeting in Dresden scheduled for leaders of 
the Warsaw Pact to discuss economic cooperation, Brezhnev launched the ac-
cusation that “a wave of public and political activities of an entire group or of 
entire centers has come into existence which has brought the entire public life 
of Czechoslovakia to counterrevolution.” Among those assembled only Kádár 
was unwilling to use the term “counterrevolution.”257

What the KGB feared was a “soft” takeover “by dissidents and bourgeois 
elements.”258 The brunt of the attack, however, was led from East Berlin and 
Warsaw. If Prague expected, because of the past, to fi nd Gomułka as under-
standing as Kádár, it was to be sorely disappointed. Unrest led by students was 
shaking the ground in Poland. During demonstrations signs appeared with a 
pun on the word “wait” [czeka] also sounding like “Czech”: “Poland is awaiting 
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its own Dubček” (Polska czeka na swego Dubczeka). Gomułka took the view 
that Czechoslovakia was already en route to becoming “a bourgeois republic.” 
He “once again expressed the need for us to intervene immediately, arguing 
that one cannot be an indifferent observer when counterrevolutionary plans are 
beginning to be implemented in Czechoslovakia.”259

On 8 April a directive to General Vasilii Margelov, commander of the para-
troops, stated that “the Soviet Union and the other socialist countries, true to 
their international duty and the Warsaw Pact, must send in their forces to render 
assistance to the Czechoslovakian people’s army in defense of the motherland 
from the dangers hanging over it.”260 Yet Prague continued to act as if military 
intervention by their allies were impossible. Bahr paid a visit to Prague in secret 
from 17–19 April, raising the prospect of a treaty renouncing the use of force 
(as proposed to Moscow). “By concluding such treaties, the FRG would in fact 
take a positive and suffi ciently convincing stand regarding the existing borders 
of Europe, including the Oder-Neisse border as well as the borders between the 
FRG and the GDR.”261

Bahr was thereby pressing Prague to open diplomatic relations beforehand 
with Bonn in a blatant threat to the cohesion of Moscow’s negotiating posi-
tion. The offer was bound to evoke suspicion given Bonn’s Osteuropapolitik. 
Dubček’s subsequent claim to Moscow that the Czechs “decided not to receive 
him” (Bahr) will not have convinced them of anything other than his devious-
ness, since Russia had its own sources.262 Nor did his explanation that in offering 
trade credits Bonn was merely looking to open new markets ring true to Soviet 
ears. “There’s no such thing as a free lunch,” Podgorny retorted.263 On or around 
20 May Moscow moved one step closer to intervention. The Politburo set up a 
group of fi ve chaired by Brezhnev—Andropov, Gromyko, Grechko, and Suslov. 
They in turn created a working group of subordinates: Vice Admiral Leonid 
Bekrenev (deputy head of military intelligence, the GRU), Blatov, Shishlin, 
and Sergei Kondrashev (deputy head of KGB foreign intelligence).264

“We believe,” Brezhnev told Dubček, “that the events at present are being 
organized and directed by forces linked to the West. The thread that controls 
them clearly leads to France, to West Germany, in a word, you yourselves know 
where.”265 Anxiety about subversion led the KGB on 8 May 1968 to issue a direc-
tive highlighting the fi ght against “ideological diversion” by foreign intelligence 
as one of the most important tasks of state security.266 Kosygin, for one, was 
too intelligent, however, to believe claims about German spies. It was clear to 
him that Dubček and his followers were seeking to establish social democracy, 
“something along the lines of Austria.”267 He had no illusions, however. Brezh-
nev continued to try to persuade Dubček to purge his Party. But procrastination 
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and deceit became too blatant to ignore.268 Chervonenko wanted Soviet troops 
on exercise in Czechoslovakia withdrawn, but the majority attending the Po-
litburo objected, infl uenced among others by Andropov. Moreover, Gromyko 
argued that time was working against them. “It is now clear, obvious, that we 
cannot avoid military intervention.” Kosygin shared this view.269

On 18 August, after months of delay prompted by concerns to obtain signa-
ture of the nuclear nonproliferation treaty and agreement from the Americans 
on strategic arms limitation talks, plus the need to convince a grudging Brezh-
nev that no alternative existed,270 the Politburo fi nally took the decision to 
invade.271 “This decision will be carried out,” Grechko was quoted as saying, 
“even if it leads to a third world war.”272 It was a massive operation codenamed 
“Dunai” (Danube). The Czech armed forces were not to be trusted. General 
Miroslav Vacek, minister of defense in 1989, recalls that as a young captain he 
and his fellow offi cers were also infl uenced by public opinion “marked by the 
striving for the freedom of the country and its citizens.” Since he and his com-
rades believed “that our society could sort out its contradictions independently,” 
the Russian-led invasion came as “a shock.”273

The fi rst KGB special forces were delivered to Prague on troop transports 
the night of 20–21 August. The basic military objectives were rapidly achieved. 
By 11:00 p.m. on 20 August units of the Soviet 24th air army had taken the 
main airports in Czechoslovakia and arranged for the arrival of hundreds of 
Antonov transporters loaded with men and tanks. Soviet forces also began en-
tering Czech territory from the north, the south, and the east and blocked off 
the border with West Germany. By the morning of 21 August the entire com-
munications system was under Soviet control.274

A NEW OSTPOLITIK

Sir Percy Cradock noted the shock the invasion produced in military and 
intelligence circles: “The fact that the Russians could achieve tactical sur-
prise within this framework of strategic alert and launch major forces at such 
short notice was worrying and raised serious questions, not only of Soviet sin-
cerity in the matter of détente but also of NATO’s readiness and the effi cacy 
of the Alliance’s warning system.”275 In Prague bitter despondency took hold. 
“Which is the most neutral country in the world today?” asked a Czech dip-
lomat. “Czechoslovakia—because its government doesn’t even dare to in-
tervene in its own affairs.”276 Moscow felt it could live with this. “At the time 
we were not afraid of taking action against counterrevolution in Czechoslo-
vakia . . . we managed to survive,” Brezhnev remarked with sangfroid half a 
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dozen years later.277 Success so easily obtained inevitably encouraged a certain 
arrogance.

The subsequent haughty assertion on 12 November 1968 of Moscow’s “right 
to intervene, by force if necessary, to protect socialism”—penned, it is said, by 
Gromyko278—shocked those who hoped that détente would break down the op-
posing blocs, that Soviet-style socialism had the capacity to mellow into social 
democracy and allow for the free choice of government in Central and East-
ern Europe. Crucially, it also rendered the Grand Coalition’s Osteuropapolitik 
entirely inoperable. Indeed, the secret Soviet assessment drew a much starker 
picture than that:

In respect of Czechoslovakia, the Warsaw Pact demonstrated . . . the ability at 
comparatively short notice to put into effect successfully operations on a ma-
jor strategic scale that, on Bonn’s evaluation, NATO’s military organization 
is currently incapable of doing. The leadership of the FRG was particularly 
alarmed by the fact that the forces of fi ve countries could enter the CzUSR 
[Czech Union of Socialist Republics] in a situation where the USA and other 
allies of West Germany did nothing and were passive and that to NATO as a 
whole such an action turned out to be, in respect of timing and effectiveness 
in implementation, completely unexpected. Judging from everything, in the 
fi rst days after the forces of allied states entered CzUSR, the possibility was 
not excluded in Bonn’s political and military circles of the Soviet Union tak-
ing certain measures even in relation to the FRG itself, as the country render-
ing the most active support to counterrevolution in Czechoslovakia.279

Although claiming no change of principle in Bonn’s foreign policy, Mos-
cow noted “certain correctives”: “In Bonn it is recognized that the entry of 
allied states’ forces into the CzUSR [Czechoslovakia] dealt a serious blow to 
the plans of the FRG, which aimed at the internal disintegration of the social-
ist countries, at wrenching them away from the Soviet Union and isolating the 
GDR; that, as a result of this, the possibilities of the ‘new Ostpolitik’ have been 
signifi cantly reduced.”280 Thus whereas the invasion set back the clock on US-
Soviet détente, it could plausibly be presented as having advanced the process 
of European détente. Ponomarev later argued in private that “had there been 
no Czechoslovakia, there would have been no Brandt in Germany, nor Nixon 
in Moscow, nor détente.”281

Soviet leaders nevertheless worried lest the new Ostpolitik become more ef-
fective by becoming more fl exible. The most gloomy prognosis was that “the 
rulers of the FRG, including the right-wing leadership of the SPD, as before 
are counting on the fact that links between socialist countries will gradually 
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weaken, that in the fi nal analysis nationalist tendencies will come out on top in 
their policies, that one by one socialist countries will be ‘neutralized’ and move 
away from the Soviet Union. As a result, sooner or later, the situation will arise 
when the USSR, with China to the rear, will see the benefi t of resolving the 
German problem on FRG terms.” In the short term Moscow faced the prospect 
that Bonn would activate a greater degree of military readiness within NATO 
“and sabotage the treaty on the nonproliferation of nuclear weapons”282

The invasion shattered the Grand Coalition and, in combination with a gen-
erational shift to the left, eventually led to severe punishment for the CDU at 
the polls. In May 1969 London noted “a growing feeling in Germany that the 
Federal Republic must at the least come to de facto terms with the existence of 
East Germany.”283 “After the invasion of Czechoslovakia,” Bahr recalled, “the 
CDU’s ability to make a real advance dropped to next to nothing and became 
less substantial among the population as the elections of 1969 approached.”284 
The CDU, the CSU, and the rising minority party of neo-Nazis (the NDP) were 
the target. For its part Moscow was determined to do all it could to encourage 
the GDR to exert “such infl uence on the outcome of the election campaign in 
the FRG as to weaken these parties and prevent them from taking the dominant 
position in the political arena and suppressing the more realistically inclined 
groups.” Moscow felt it had, indeed, already had a salutary effect on the mental-
ity in Bonn. A memorandum from Moscow to East Berlin underlined the fact 
that “the forms and methods of struggle between socialist and capitalist states 
are changing. Our defense capability is severely curtailing the military infl u-
ence of imperialism over the countries of the Warsaw Pact.”285 A rising young 
Germanist at the third European department of the Soviet Foreign Ministry, 
Yuli Kvitsinsky, was explicit: “The situation in respect of Germany after the 
Czech events became ever more favorable in the sense that Bonn and the West 
as a whole increasingly came to the fi rm conclusion that they must come to 
terms in Europe and reach some kind of détente on the basis of recognizing 
the status quo.”286

An electoral setback for the CDU (193 seats) and CSU (49 seats) as against 
the SPD (224 seats) on 28 September 1969 made possible the formation of a 
new coalition between the SPD and the FDP (30 seats) on 22 October. For-
eign Minister Brandt had proposed a nonaggression pact to Moscow on 3 July, 
but Gromyko thought it “not very realistic.”287 On the other hand, Andropov 
was emphatic in briefi ng Vyacheslav (“Slava”) Kevorkov at the Lubyanka: “We 
have to build our home in Europe . . . and here there is no way of avoiding 
Germany.”288 He wanted a back channel to Bonn that circumvented the foreign 
ministries who would only slow things up. Gromyko’s people were moving in 
the same direction—notably Falin, head of the third European department—
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but under the minister’s nervous leadership it would take too long. With Brandt 
now Chancellor and Bahr, several days later, States Secretary at the Federal 
Chancellery, the wheels turned swiftly. (Scheel of the FDP became Foreign 
Minister but effectively foreign policy was made by Brandt under Bahr’s close 
advice.) Bahr was similarly seeking a back channel: “a tremendously useful 
instrument to gain trust . . . to say what one wants, what one doesn’t want and 
what one really wants without prestige.”289 In Moscow Bahr was given the code-
name “David,” later more affectionately, “Dodik.”290

Even before the elections the logjam was broken on 12 September when Se-
myonov handed the West German chargé d’affaires a note agreeing to a proper 
dialogue.291 Although the note was a response to soundings from the United 
States, Britain, and France, its timing and content were primed for events in 
Bonn. It spoke of the renunciation of force between the FRG and GDR as well 
as between the FRG and the USSR and respect for the “special position of West 
Berlin.”292 Bonn naturally noted the connection between growing alarm in 
Moscow at Beijing’s growing power and the “heightened intensity” of Russia’s 
search for full recognition of its sphere of infl uence in Europe. The “careful” 
approach of the Kremlin to the issue of Berlin was symptomatic.293 Moscow was 
already shifting ground in anticipation of Brandt’s victory.

Bahr laid out his notion of a package of negotiations encompassing the USSR, 
Poland, the GDR, Czechoslovakia, and the status of West Berlin. Negotiations 
with Eastern Europe would be set within the context of what the USSR would 
“tolerate.” For these reasons Bonn would have “to strive for an improvement in 
relations with the Soviet Union.”294 These proposals were outlined by Bahr to 
Kissinger who was “very mistrustful.” “I have not come here to Washington in 
order to consult but to brief you,” he told Kissinger. “We know what we want 
and we are going to do it!” As he admitted later, the Americans could have 
made problems, but they did not.295 A back channel was set up between them 
to ensure no misunderstandings,296 though when negotiations moved rapidly 
forward in the following spring Kissinger did express fears lest Bonn concede 
“essentials.”297 Some feared “the beginning of a possible national German for-
eign policy. We shared that suspicion at fi rst,” he later acknowledged.298

Bahr knew to expect that not all would run smoothly in the East. Sharp dif-
ferences were apparent between members of the Warsaw Pact over dealing 
with Bonn: Ulbricht was hostile, but Poland and Czechoslovakia were eager 
to improve relations. And Romania wished to overthrow the postwar division 
of Europe entirely.299 Yet in contrast to the previous Osteuropapolitik, the new 
Ostpolitik followed Bahr’s conception to the letter. It was explicitly focused on 
Russia rather than its satellites. “The USSR and the FRG have no frontiers 
in common, but the USSR is interested in all frontiers,” Gromyko insisted. 
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 Ambassador Allardt noted: Moscow was bent on “the consolidation and legal-
ization of the hegemonic position of the Soviet Union in Eastern Europe.”300 
Gromyko had also instructed him fi rmly that “the FRG’s conception of rep-
resenting all Germans must be dropped.”301 Brandt’s statement, a week after 
assuming offi ce, that Bonn was now prepared to sign the NPT had removed fur-
ther uncertainty in Moscow. But Brandt also insisted on sustaining the ultimate 
prospect of German reunifi cation (although preferring the term “unifi cation” 
in order not to arouse anxious memories of the fi rst three empires): “It is a ques-
tion of leaving a door open,” he said.302

“There will be no European security conference without the Federal Re-
public. This is our lever,” Bahr pointed out.303 He met Gromyko in Moscow on 
30 January 1970. “Détente in Europe without a positive stance from the Federal 
Republic would be very diffi cult,” Bahr insisted. He anticipated an understand-
ing between Bonn and Moscow, an agreement between Bonn and Warsaw rec-
ognizing the Oder-Neisse frontier, and the establishment of diplomatic rela-
tions between the FRG and GDR. But he also emphasized that Berlin had to 
contribute to détente in Europe: “Berlin must not remain an island of Cold 
War. That is the main thing,” whether it was settled by the wartime allies or “by 
the Germans themselves.” The latter was bound to set off a rebuttal from Gro-
myko. The West Germans, he insisted, should have no say at all on West Berlin. 
“You want to negotiate directly with the GDR, to expound your position, but,” 
he warned, “the fundamentals of the position also interest us, and you know 
why. Do you see how contradictory FRG policy, your policy, is?’304

The marathon of negotiations began—Bahr later estimated the meetings 
with Gromyko to number somewhere between fi fty-two and fi fty-six.305 A high 
point was reached on 6 February when Bahr outlined the details of his “pack-
age.” The presentation and debate continued relentlessly for four hours and 
forty minutes in English. “These negotiations were complicated from begin-
ning to end. On each clause, each formulation in the treaty there was a long 
and intense struggle and, of course, a struggle not only at the negotiating table,” 
Brezhnev recalled.306 Bahr was pressing the pace relentlessly in order to secure 
a bilateral agreement before talks on a European security conference snatched 
his negotiating position from under him by general recognition of the territo-
rial status quo. He argued that Bonn recognize the inviolability of the territorial 
status quo and therefore recognize the existence of the GDR until peaceful 
change was feasible. But he also insisted that Bonn would nevertheless retain 
its legal claims to the whole of Germany.

“The hope was advanced from the Soviet side that Bahr reconsider the de-
veloping situation and, if it were true that the FRG really wished to come to 
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terms, then he should seek out within the West German position the possibility 
of moving closer to reality.” They met again four days later, and Moscow once 
again insisted Bahr withdraw his “reservations” or a deal would prove impos-
sible.307 “As Gromyko refused to give way, Bahr was given to regular outbursts 
of hysteria in front of Falin. It appears that, faced with this situation, Falin, with 
the help of the KGB, gradually obtained access to Brezhnev, through whom 
infl uence could be exerted on the minister in his rigidity. . . . In those days Falin 
more than once said: if the minister is not restrained, he may through his hard-
line posture bring negotiations to a dead end.”308

In the hope of breaking the deadlock, Bahr met Kosygin on 13 February and 
confronted him on the issue of potential German unity. “The unifi cation of Ger-
many,” Bahr asserted, “is the business of the future. When this takes place—in 
10–15 years or within several generations—now no one can answer. The current 
government of the FRG, however, cannot tell the people that a rapprochement 
with the Soviet Union has been attained at the price of the fi nal division of the 
country. It is necessary, Bahr insisted, to allow the Germans a unifi cation with 
which all Germany’s neighbors are agreed, which would not lead to destruc-
tion of the balance of power in Europe and would not present a threat to the 
security of anyone.” This prompted resistance from Kosygin. “Attempts to force 
the GDR into concessions would be adventurism. Any such attempt could not 
produce anything good in the past and will not succeed in the future.”309 Kosy-
gin could sound tough, but he was much more restrained than Gromyko, who, 
in one fi ve-hour marathon, expressed an “unusually acidic” reaction to Bahr’s 
views on the question of Berlin.310 Kosygin could take the larger view. He was a 
realist: “The central problem for détente in Europe is relations between the So-
viet Union and the Federal Republic of Germany,” he readily acknowledged.311 
He hinted, for example, at other possibilities by playing the anti-American card, 
pointing out “the need for the FRG to conduct a more independent policy and 
not to look all the time to the West.”312

Agreement was fi nally reached after heated debate in which Andropov 
and Gromyko held to a common line. (Gromyko had only been brought on 
board after his offi cials let him insist that the letter accompanying the treaty 
which spoke of possible German unity would have no legal status as part of the 
treaty.)313 This was apparently Falin’s ingenious device.314

East Berlin was unhappy, however, because Bonn refused to concede explicit 
recognition of the GDR in the treaty. Brezhnev had to telephone Ulbricht to 
explain that nothing could be done.315 Bonn did, however, commit to a separate 
agreement concerning negotiations with the GDR, Poland, and Czechoslova-
kia (which they envisaged anyway) to facilitate the entry of the GDR as well as 
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254 Détente

the FRG into the UN and the convening of an all-European security confer-
ence.316 They had, after all, fi nally agreed to recognize the postwar borders of 
Europe as inviolable and to accept the existence of the GDR, though still as 
part of the German nation. And they effectively made implementation of the 
Soviet- German treaty dependent on a Four-Power agreement on the status of 
West Berlin. Yet even those predisposed to settle by compromise, such as Kosy-
gin, found it hard to overcome their prejudices. Brandt arrived in Moscow to 
initial the treaty on 11 August. As he landed, Kosygin asked Falin what the mark-
ings on the aircraft meant: “Air force,” said Falin. “Did Adenauer also fl y in 
[1955] on a Wehrmacht plane?” parried Kosygin. He was then duly corrected—
“Luftwaffe,” not “Wehrmacht.” Undeterred, however, he refl ected: “The Ger-
mans are amazing [Chudnye nemtsy]. Why do they love playing soldiers?”317

The treaty affi rmed the inviolability but not the permanence of postwar fron-
tiers and the territorial integrity of all states in Europe; it made no explicit refer-
ence to the status of West Berlin; and Bonn’s aspirations to future unity were 
restricted to a letter from Foreign Minister Scheel to Gromyko devoid of legal 
authority.318 Moscow continued to underline the importance of the GDR in oc-
cupying “a vital position” in the socialist camp. And Brezhnev had been blunt 
in enforcing the new line. He warned Honecker, Ulbricht’s heir apparent: “I 
often say to you, Erich: do not forget, the GDR cannot exist without us, without 
the Soviet Union, its power and strength. Without us there is no GDR.”319

Negotiations toward a fi nal Quadripartite agreement settling the autono-
mous status of West Berlin (in which Bahr and Brandt also played a role be-
hind the scenes, infuriating Ulbricht) ended in a treaty on 3 September 1971,320 
supplemented on 3 June 1972 by a fi nal protocol that brought into effect inner-
German settlements involving both the GDR and FRG.321 Together with the 
Polish–West German treaty of 7 December 1970, recognizing the Oder-Neisse 
border between the GDR and Poland,322 the Basic treaty between Bonn and 
East Berlin on 21 December 1972,323 and the Czech-West German agreement 
of 11 December 1973,324 the entire package amounted to a settlement of the ter-
ritorial status quo for the fi rst time since the end of World War II. Throughout, 
Bonn tried to hold ratifi cation of the Moscow treaty hostage to a satisfactory 
and fi nal settlement of West Berlin, but fi nally it had to concede in May 1972.325 
Only Washington could secure that objective.

TROUBLE IN POLAND

Even as negotiations proceeded for a West German treaty with Poland, the 
latter began to succumb to the inevitable consequences of economic retarda-
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tion, accelerated by a fi erce winter and a summer drought that provoked strikes 
and demonstrations in Katowice into the autumn. After food price hikes dock-
ers erupted in unrest on 14 December 1970 at the shipyards in Gdańsk, Sopot, 
Gdynia, and, two days later, in Szczecin. Whereas students and intellectuals 
could be suppressed in the streets in open violence, a party that ruled in the 
name of the workers was not to fi nd it so easy to apply such methods to its nomi-
nal guardians. Moscow trod carefully throughout. The Politburo had sent a 
letter to Gomułka warning not to use force against the workers; “but,” as Suslov 
noted later, “in fact our voice was not listened to, the Polish leadership then 
resorted to arms.”326 After draconian measures on 17 December Gomułka was 
soon forced to resign in favor of Edward Gierek three days later. Food prices 
were immediately frozen for two years. Yet this was but a taste of things to come. 
From 16 to 19 December the Soviet Politburo was in session. Brezhnev, now 
deeply anxious, introduced the Polish crisis. Before this there had been much 
reading of diplomatic and Party dispatches, news reports, and evaluations of the 
situation in Poland: “All of this alarmed us considerably,” noted Pyotr Shelest in 
his diary.327 Shelest’s reading of the situation was that Party and government had 
failed to work with the people and “satisfy the lawful demands of the people—
the working class.”328 In this Shelest, an opponent of détente, also spied the 
sinister hand of NATO.

“There is no doubt that the imperialists’ intelligence services, with backing 
from domestic reactionaries, have attempted in Poland to take revenge for de-
feat in Czechoslovakia,” Shelest editorialized, while acknowledging that “there 
is more than enough ‘fuel’ for this in Poland itself.” The grievances initially con-
cerned food prices but spread to encompass attacks on the Party and Gomułka 
himself. Shops were robbed, policemen and secret policemen killed, regional 
Party headquarters burned to the ground. But there were deaths on both sides. 
As protest grew, it also became more political. By the time of the Politburo 
meeting one key demand called for complete freedom of the press. It rapidly 
became clear to Shelest that Brezhnev would use the occasion to dispose of 
Gomułka, whose manner, not least during the Czech events, had caused him 
considerable personal grief.329

On the telephone to Gomułka during the Politburo sessions, Brezhnev sug-
gested restraint. Gomułka was incensed. “There can be no question of sorting 
this out politically,” he insisted. “It is impossible to retreat and, if they set fi re 
to regional committees, then measures have to be taken. To countermand our 
decisions, as you, comrade Brezhnev, recommend, means acknowledging the 
defeat of the Party.” And when Brezhnev suggested he write a letter to Warsaw 
to express these views, Gomułka lost his temper entirely: “And what can you 
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256 Détente

write? We are the people really responsible and it is clearer to us what has to be 
done in our own country.” Gomułka was certain this was a counterrevolution, 
as a result of which Poland could leave the Warsaw Pact. He could not un-
derstand why Brezhnev was “so blatantly and tactlessly interfering in Poland’s 
internal affairs,” pointing out that “you have enough in your own country to 
think about and busy yourself with; we can take care of ourselves.” In that case 
there was no question of sustaining the regime in Poland, Brezhnev retorted; 
did he seriously expect Moscow to bring in troops to establish order? It would 
be “better for the safety of the work of socialism for you to step down from the 
post of First Secretary of the PUWP.” Gomułka was duly relieved of his duties 
at a Central Committee plenum on 21 December.330

NIXON’S EXPECTATIONS

Détente in Europe was incomplete without Washington. From Nixon, Mos-
cow expected “a tougher and less fl exible” regime that would essentially con-
tinue past policy. In a carefully balanced assessment delivered to fraternal Party 
leaders in Eastern and Central Europe, Moscow stated that it expected Nixon 
would be prepared to improve relations with Beijing “as a counterweight to the 
USSR” but not at the cost of “major concessions.” And to the degree that the 
United States managed to extract itself from Vietnam, they expected further re-
inforcement of NATO at the expense of its European members; a “far- reaching 
rapprochement with the FRG”; an improvement in relations with post–de 
Gaulle France; and a certain cooling of the special relationship with Britain. 
Western Europe would face harder bargaining on tariffs with the Americans. 
In the Middle East they foresaw better relations with the Arabs. In Africa and 
Latin America they expected greater emphasis on backing military regimes and 
a hardening of pressure on Cuba. Moscow also expected greater attention to 
the USSR and increased expenditure on new weaponry, “especially if the war 
in Vietnam were over.”

“Taking into account sentiments enumerated,” Moscow reasoned, “it appears 
that under Nixon it will be more diffi cult to obtain agreement on the weighty 
questions of disarmament, although he will enter into negotiations on these 
questions, taking everything into account, this will be in order to sound out our 
positions and to pay his dues to the public opinion of his country.” Nixon would 
nevertheless recognize Russian importance “in the resolution of international 
problems or at least in relaxing tension around them (Vietnam, Middle East, 
etc.),” not least in the hope of a second term. Another plus was the expectation 
that Nixon would seek to cut the mounting tax bill, and that could only be done 
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by cutting the military budget. Thus Moscow hoped these sentiments would 
offset the obvious desire “to hold back the economic growth of the Soviet Union 
by the arms race.” “In short, the American economy, for all its strength, has its 
limits.” Lastly the Russians accepted the evaluation of those close to Nixon, 
that, although with a strongly right-wing and anticommunist past, he was deep 
down “quite a cautious man, disinclined to precipitate international crises, un-
derstanding, like his predecessors in the White House, the need to sustain a 
certain degree of mutual understanding with the USSR and to follow a course 
that would make possible the avoidance of nuclear war with it.”331

MOSCOW AND BEIJING EMBATTLED

Soon after Nixon’s inauguration a brief but bloody border war broke out be-
tween China and Russia. This limited Moscow’s room for maneuver, wrecked 
any cooperation in the vital shipments of aid to Hanoi, and raised false hopes 
that the terms for peace in Vietnam could be obtained short of open defeat. 
The frontiers between China and the Russian empire were fi xed by treaty and 
the threat of force. Although Lenin had declared these to be unequal treaties, 
once Soviet Russia became more preoccupied with security than revolution 
Moscow did all it could to ensure treaty observance and respect as the legatee of 
empire. On 25 January 1969 China prepared a plan of attack on border guards 
(KGB) patrolling Damansky/Zhenbao island on the river Ussuri that separated 
China from the USSR. This island lay to the Chinese side of the river that 
formed the boundary, as the maps of 1861 make clear and as has since been of-
fi cially acknowledged.332

The plan was confi rmed by China’s general staff on 19 February. Mao named 
the operation “Retribution,” which gives one a clear idea of its purpose. On the 
night of 1–2 March some three hundred soldiers traversed the Ussuri to the is-
land and dug in. They had “special equipment and special training,” according 
to Chinese military sources.333 On engaging an investigating patrol, reinforce-
ments came in from the Chinese side and left thirty-one Russians dead and 
fourteen wounded. The disfi gured corpse of one prisoner was thrown from a 
helicopter onto Soviet territory. Moscow immediately issued a note of protest, 
to which Beijing failed to react. Moscow sent in more troops but further fi ght-
ing forced them off the island. Only when the 135th motorized rifl e division 
arrived did the balance shift. They opened up on the island with a heavy artil-
lery barrage wiping out almost all Chinese and took possession with only seven 
Russians dead and nine wounded as against some six hundred losses to the ad-
versary. The ensuing bloodshed led Beijing to cut off the direct communication 
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line by phone to the Kremlin334 and prompted rumors of a possible preemptive 
strike by Soviet forces. Mao called a halt on 15 March.335

The fi ghting ended by 16 March. Thereafter Moscow reinforced the borders 
with divisions of tanks. About a week later the Beijing embassy received a tele-
gram from Moscow suggesting the evacuation back home of women (thirty) 
and children (fi ve) from the compound. Although in no hurry to comply, on 
the grounds that he did not expect war, chargé d’affaires Alexei Elizavetin sent 
in the requisite passports to China’s Foreign Ministry for processing exit visas. 
The Chinese were visibly disturbed.336 In turn embassy personnel endured the 
kind of harassment and indignities experienced by Western missions during the 
so-called Cultural Revolution. Summer saw the political temperature rise with 
Soviet maneuvers encompassing the Far Eastern, the Trans-Baikal, Siberian, 
and Central Asian military districts.337 Moscow did not believe Beijing was pre-
pared to risk “a major war” but would instead create “endless armed clashes” for 
political purposes.338 However, it is apparent from the circulation of various bal-
lons d’essai that some Russians contemplated the prospect of a drastic solution. 
Arkady Shevchenko, a senior diplomat who worked directly for Gromyko and 
acted as go-between with Andropov, asserts that Grechko wanted very much to 
get rid of the threat from China “once and for all” (a colleague of Shevchenko 
attended the Politburo where this was said).339

In late March or early April visitors to Boston, including Gvishiani, suggested 
that China’s nuclear facilities were a target for Moscow. And at the World Com-
munist Conference in June a senior Soviet fi gure asserted that the USSR could 
destroy China but would not do so except in extremis.340 On 18 August Boris 
Davydov, second secretary at the embassy in Washington, took lunch with Wil-
liam Stearman, special assistant for North Vietnam at INR. “Davydov asked 
point blank what the US would do if the Soviet Union attacked and destroyed 
China’s nuclear installations.” Two objectives would thereby be served: “First, 
the Chinese nuclear threat would be eliminated for decades. Second, such a 
blow would so weaken and discredit the ‘Mao clique’ that dissident senior offi -
cers and Party cadres could gain ascendency in Peking.” He went on to rephrase 
his question: “What would the US do if Peking called for US assistance in the 
event Chinese nuclear installations were attacked by us? Wouldn’t the US try 
to take advantage of this situation?” Thus, on the one hand, Moscow wanted to 
know whether they would fi nd Washington sympathetic. On the other hand, 
Davydov echoed fears of a Sino-American détente followed by entente. “Specif-
ically he wanted to know if recent US moves to improve relations with the CPR 
were aimed at an ultimate Sino-American collusion against the USSR.”341

Russian attempts to draw China to the negotiating table failed until Kosygin 
headed the delegation to attend Ho’s funeral early in September. There he 
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asked his Chinese counterpart, Chou, for talks. Disappointed, Kosygin fl ew 
back home. But at 10:00 p.m. on 11 September Elizavetin was called into the 
Chinese Foreign Ministry and told Chou had agreed to meet Kosygin at Beijing 
airport. Kosygin, still en route to Moscow, fl ew back to Beijing from Tashkent. 
Talks thus opened that night with the Soviet ambassador present. Kosygin em-
phasized that a Sino-Soviet confl ict played into the hands of their enemies. 
Chou appeared to agree on the need “to reduce tension and not give imperial-
ism the possibility of taking pleasure from the complications in Sino-Soviet re-
lations.” But the central question was that of borders. Chou suggested the areas 
be demilitarized. He went on to express concern at the rumors of a possible pre-
emptive strike against Chinese nuclear installations. Everything should instead 
be resolved through negotiation. Both assured one another that neither side was 
interested in war. But Kosygin refused to admit to “regions in dispute” between 
the two parties. “Treaties exist between our countries,” he insisted, “and they 
must be respected.” And as to Chou’s suggestion that both sides withdraw their 
forces, Kosygin was having none of it: “We have inhabitants there and we can-
not leave them defenseless.”342 They nonetheless agreed on talks. But when 
Kosygin boarded his plane back to Moscow that evening, the ambassador 
learned that the agreed communiqué had been unilaterally altered by the Chi-
nese side: ill will and mistrust were still the order of the day in Beijing in respect 
of their former allies.343 Abortive negotiations were conducted from 20 October. 
These were led by Kuznetsov and included the chief of staff of the border forces 
Colonel General Matrosov, Elizavetin, and Tikhvinskii (KGB).344

The obvious occurred. “On our side,” Kosygin noted, “it was also empha-
sized that disagreements between the USSR and the CPR play into the hands 
of world imperialism, weaken the socialist system and the rank-and-fi le fi ghting 
for national and social liberation. It was pointed out that in the entire history 
of the struggle with communism, imperialism had never received a greater gift 
than that resulting from the deepening, not due to us, of differences between 
the CPR and the Soviet Union and other socialist countries.”345 But all that 
resulted was a cease-fi re rather than a settlement. This gave Washington hope. 
Hanoi sat uneasily between two heavily armed camps. It was natural for Nixon 
to believe that he had more bargaining power as Moscow had to defend its rear 
against an erstwhile ally.

LINKAGE

Nixon’s main aim in Vietnam was to retreat with honor.346 But Moscow 
made plain that the US attempt to make détente contingent on forcing Hanoi 
to concede was a nonstarter.347 As Nixon’s national security adviser, Kissinger 
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had approached Hanoi in January 1969 with a proposal for meeting secretly in 
Paris but received a decisive rebuff; equally so from Moscow, which would have 
nothing to do with the idea.348 Meanwhile both Secretary of Defense Melvin 
Laird and Secretary of State “Bill” Rogers were pressing Nixon for an early 
withdrawal. But they met with fi erce opposition from Kissinger. Even before 
coming to offi ce, he believed strongly that “as a practical matter I might try to 
drag on the process for a while because of the international repercussions.”349 
Thus Kissinger now insisted that they “can’t preside over [the] destruction of 
[the] Saigon government.”350 Dobrynin concluded that “Nixon has not yet any 
kind of clear-cut program of his own on Vietnam that differs from the Johnson 
line.” He went on to suggest that “the Vietnamese question and our role in ne-
gotiations remain, in our hands, an important weapon for exerting pressure on 
the new administration in the United States.”351

Moscow concluded “that Nixon is above all concerned about his own politi-
cal reputation and the question as to how sorting out Vietnam may affect his 
political fate into the future.”352 The insecurity of the new administration ap-
peared baffl ing,353 all the more so because Kissinger seemed so “extraordinarily 
vain.”354 Nixon and Kissinger shared the robust view of “the need for military 
strength as a basis for successful negotiating.” “It’s only us non-intellectuals who 
understand what the game is all about,” the president boasted.355 But Nixon—to 
Kissinger an impenetrable personality—initially seemed content with merely a 
show of toughness while negotiating in private to withdraw from Vietnam. This 
rendered attempts at “linkage” hopeless.

In a memorandum to Nixon of 18 October 1969 Kissinger insisted on the 
importance of linkage.356 It was therefore entirely to be expected that instruc-
tions to the delegation negotiating strategic arms limitation included the pro-
viso that, to be meaningful, progress must be accompanied by progress on criti-
cal political problems.357 Moscow had, however, already publicly dismissed any 
hope “that the USSR is more interested than the USA in putting an end to the 
uncontrolled arms race and that therefore, they say, the USA can in return be 
granted some concessions in other areas.”358 And CIA had repeatedly warned 
Nixon and Kissinger that this strategy “would not work.”359 A briefi ng paper pro-
duced in November 1969 illustrates well just how far apart were US hopes from 
Russian realities. Prime Minister Pham Van Dong led a delegation to Moscow 
(13–20 October). Not since Le Duan’s trip in April 1965 had North Vietnamese 
leaders been openly received in Moscow. The very fact of the visit indicated a 
hardening of the Soviet line. Pham Van Dong emphasized that this was a good 
moment to pursue the struggle, including the war. It was “indicative,” Moscow 
noted, “that the Americans had without any conditions halted the bombard-
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ment of North Vietnam and were obliged to go from the offensive to the de-
fense.” Nixon’s policy of “vietnamization” was also seen as evidence. Hanoi was 
bent on the unconditional withdrawal of US forces and a coalition government 
in the South. Pham Van Dong was confi dent that in the end Nixon would 
have no choice but to discuss these proposals seriously. American bombing 
had done “serious damage” to North Vietnam and its economy. But Moscow 
assured the prime minister that the USSR would fully support them in the “suc-
cessful completion of this struggle.” Hanoi was told that Moscow considered 
“correct” the continuation of the fi ght on all fronts, including military. More-
over it was warned to be “vigilant against Washington’s political and diplomatic 
maneuvers insofar as the actions of the Nixon administration do not testify to its 
intention to end aggression in Vietnam.”360 At almost that very time Kissinger 
wrote a memorandum to Nixon blandly assuming that Washington could hold 
the forthcoming strategic arms limitation talks with Moscow hostage to progress 
on Vietnam.361 The White House was deluded.

Finally, having failed to gain Soviet acceptance of linkage, Nixon moved to 
the idea that Washington would act without external restraint elsewhere on the 
globe as its interests dictated: chiefl y but not exclusively this meant freedom to 
bomb Hanoi to the conference table. Relations between Moscow and Wash-
ington thus deteriorated.362 The reaction showed just how uncomfortable this 
made the Russians: “The imperialist theory of so-called selective coexistence, 
envisaging the possibility of relations of peaceful cooperation with some so-
cialist countries and freedom to conduct aggressive wars against other coun-
tries and nations, does not meet the interests of strengthening peace and inter-
national security.”363

SALT

The Soviet team at Helsinki on 17 November 1969 was led by Semyonov, 
who knew nothing about armaments.364 When Brezhnev was advised of this, he 
retorted, “All the better; then at least no secrets will be betrayed.” At the briefi ng 
Brezhnev asked point blank, “What is your preference comrade Semyonov, the 
Lubyanka [KGB prison] or the place of execution, if the delegation breaches 
these instructions?” Luckily for Semyonov he could count on acquaintance 
with Andropov.365 As late as April 1973, SALT an accomplished fact, the Krem-
lin remained coy about revealing details even within the Party hierarchy. 
Grechko later boasted to the Central Committee that his ministry estimated 
Chinese nuclear capability to be well below that of Washington; that China 
possessed a mere 200 delivery vehicles. Grechko joked, “And we have . . .” 
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and broke off, turning to the chair, “What do you think, Leonid, how many do 
we have?” “No need to frighten everyone,” Brezhnev retorted.366 Head of the 
US department at the Foreign Ministry and, since 1968, member of the minis-
try’s ruling collegium, Georgii Kornienko was also a delegate. Reference to the 
Lubyanka, he recalls, had “a paralytic effect” on the group.367 And as Semyo-
nov was leaving, Brezhnev told him not to hasten with the talks; instead draw 
them out and keep him posted.368 Facing potential criticism at the very least 
from Grechko, Podgorny, Shelest, and Shelepin, Brezhnev blandly expected 
the team to negotiate the limitation of armaments without any classifi ed Soviet 
fi gures placed on the table. This fi tted in with Brezhnev’s notion of the division 
of labor. According to Danilevich, he “ceded control over military decisions 
to the Minister of Defence. . . . He also gave carte blanche to the Ministry of 
Defence in terms of defi ning force requirements.”369

The fi rst round thus resulted in nothing of substance. Washington hoped 
that moving toward Beijing would have a salutary effect. Indeed, on 13 Febru-
ary 1970 Moscow drew attention to the “fact that the rulers of the USA are 
swiftly transforming their policy in relation to China, trying to further exacer-
bate Soviet-Chinese disagreements and make use of them for their own ends.” 
Washington had reduced its trade embargo, ended the Seventh Fleet patrols 
in the Taiwan Straits, and was reconsidering arms supplies to the Nationalists. 
The State Department had also reopened contacts with Beijing broken off in 
1968. “It is clear,” Moscow concluded, “that by such measures the rulers of the 
United States are giving the Beijing leadership to understand that, in becoming 
more anti-Soviet, it need not experience any diffi culty from the US side.”370

When the delegations reconvened in Vienna on 16 April 1970 comprehen-
sive formulae fi nally emerged. A key issue was Soviet insistence that strategic 
arms be defi ned as all nuclear delivery vehicles and loads capable of reaching 
the USSR: that is to say, including all US forward-based systems, on land and 
at sea (carrier-based dual-capable aircraft and medium-range bombers based in 
Europe). This stumbling block was overcome only by a compromise to agree 
upon limiting ABM systems and freezing ICBM levels, but allowing Moscow 
what amounted to free rein in building up their submarine ballistic missile 
forces (SLBMs). Indeed, thanks not least to Kissinger’s dismissive attitude to-
ward “the usual nitpicking over the level of nuclear weapons required for ‘equal 
security,’”371 rather than slow down the nuclear arms race, SALT merely chan-
neled it in selective directions. James Schlesinger, US Secretary of Defense 
(1973–75), notes that “there was an explosion after the agreement of research 
and development activities in the missile area by the Soviets. We saw new mis-
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siles going—being tested, and in particular the SS-18 and the SS-19, which were 
substantial improvements over the earlier generation of missiles, the SS-11, the 
SS-13 and the like.”372 And under Schlesinger the Pentagon certainly did not 
sit still.

Finally, both sides were keenly anxious to show they had pressed their case 
on Vietnam. Moscow had increased the supply to Hanoi of the most up-to-date 
weaponry from 1971 as fourteen divisions drove south.373 Having thus failed to 
secure the substance of linkage, Kissinger tried for its appearance. Thus on 
his visit to Moscow (20–24 April 1972) to pave the way for Nixon’s arrival and 
signature of SALT I, Kissinger “insisted that from the communiqué it was at 
least obvious that the Vietnam problem had occupied a signifi cant place in 
his negotiations in Moscow.” This, however, prompted resistance from some 
members of the Soviet leadership.374 And no explicit reference to Vietnam was 
included. Nixon duly arrived and the agreements were signed. The interim 
agreement “on certain measures with respect to the limitation of strategic of-
fensive arms,” as its rather defl ating title suggests, provided only a makeshift 
framework for containing the arms race.375 The importance was symbolic and 
political rather than military and substantial. Given the extent of concessions 
made to secure even this agreement (which were made against the wishes of the 
US delegation), Nixon sought to play up other advantages, namely, hastening 
an end to the Vietnam War. In a lengthy briefi ng given by Moscow to fraternal 
ruling  parties, however, the language was designed to leave no doubts. “We 
made use of the negotiations to exert strong pressure on Nixon on this question 
[Vietnam],” Moscow argued. “Our position in relation to American aggression 
in Vietnam and, particularly, the bombing of the Democratic Republic of Viet-
nam was expressed as frankly as possible, without diplomatic niceties.”376

With respect to China, Brezhnev saw SALT as a demonstrable success in 
blocking the route to an anti-Soviet alliance. In the talks, Moscow noted, “the 
question of China was not specifi cally discussed. We did not consider it neces-
sary to do this so that the Americans did not think that Nixon’s trip to Beijing 
worries us.” “However,” the briefi ng paper continued, “as a whole we think 
that the results of the talks, our agreements with the USA, objectively create a 
serious obstacle with which to disrupt the activities of the Maoist leadership in 
foreign policy toward a Sino-American rapprochement on an anti-Soviet basis 
and lessen the likelihood of such an outcome.”377

The European and American treaties were celebrated by ousting hard-liner 
Shelest from the Politburo on 27 April 1973 and the elevation of candidate 
members Andropov, Gromyko, and Grechko to the Politburo as full, voting 
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members. This represented a signifi cant adjustment to the prevailing balance 
of power within the leadership. Yet it did not represent a wholehearted endorse-
ment of détente, as events were to show.

CSCE AND BASKET THREE

Western hopes of changing the Soviet system, certainly of overthrowing it, 
had abated in all but the most extreme circles. Optimism was possible only for 
the dedicated who adhered to the “Lyautey” principle much favored at MI6 in 
the early fi fties. Marshal Louis Lyautey had been résident général of French 
Morocco (1912–25) when he decided to plant an avenue of palms as a grand ap-
proach to headquarters. When challenged by a young subordinate as to whether 
it was worth the effort, given Lyautey’s advanced age and the time required for 
the palms to mature, Lyautey responded with Olympian disdain that this was 
all the more reason to make an early start. The means of implementing the 
principle against Moscow included broadcasting from the BBC (funded by the 
Foreign Offi ce), Radio Free Europe (controlled by CIA and directed to Eastern 
Europe), Radio Liberty (to the Soviet Union), Voice of America, and Deutsche 
Welle. Moscow jammed reception, but this was not a foolproof defense. Other 
means had proven disappointing. The dropping of propaganda by balloon 
failed miserably. A promising option emerged, however, after Khrushchev’s se-
cret speech early in 1956.

The strategy thereafter became more discriminating, since the speech de-
moralized many within the communist elite. The expansion of cultural con-
tacts, including academic exchanges, was one very limited means to that end. It 
is notable that both Alexander Yakovlev, Gorbachev’s éminence grise, and Oleg 
Kalugin, a very senior KGB offi cer who later defected, were two out of three on 
the fi rst postwar exchange to the United States. A further measure was designed 
to reach the greatest number within the nomenklatura. And this, conceived in 
April 1956 at Free Europe Press, became known rather grandly as the “Marshall 
Plan of the Mind.”378

Overseen and funded by CIA through dummy foundations, initially under 
Cord Meyer and Emmons Brown, the program targeted individuals behind 
the Iron Curtain with free books, articles, and pamphlets mailed from a va-
riety of Western addresses. After Hungary it came under the direction of one 
man, a Romanian exile, George Minden. Literature mailed was not explicitly 
political. “The ideas, forms of entertainment, works of art, fashions, sources 
of varied information, and our general welfare—all these things that will help 
us feel independent and fi ll our lives—have a real fascination for our targets,” 
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Minden wrote. “It is common knowledge that the Russians have completely 
failed in substituting anything for the banned Western sources of intellectual, 
spiritual or aesthetic life, not to mention sources of information.” And what 
began as a campaign in Eastern Europe soon expanded with a parallel opera-
tion to encompass the USSR under Isaac Patch from Radio Liberty. The two 
enterprises—Liberty and Free Europe—merged under Minden at Radio Free 
Europe in 1974, as negotiations for a conference on European security, in 
which the West pressed the issue of human rights and access to information, 
came to a climax. Five years later, to provide further cover, the organization was 
removed from Radio Free Europe to the International Advisory Council, also a 
CIA front. The books and magazines were purchased from the publishers but 
mailed as gifts therefrom. By 1991 more than a quarter of a million titles were 
dispatched annually.379 Yet in the early seventies prospects were bleak.

Following the invasion of Czechoslovakia, NATO was obliged to assume that 
communist regimes were here to stay. But only the shift in Bonn’s policy made 
possible NATO recognition of the postwar territorial status quo and the sum-
moning of a European security conference for that purpose. The Conference 
on Security and Co-operation in Europe (CSCE), which Moscow had been 
seeking since the autumn of 1964, universalizing recognition of postwar fron-
tiers, was thus tabled with vigor throughout the negotiations with Bonn and 
Washington. The West in turn procrastinated until both the German and US 
talks had concluded. NATO also argued for negotiating mutual and balanced 
force reductions (MBFR) in Europe parallel with the European security con-
ference, though, in the face of Soviet obduracy, it was agreed not to insist on 
their interdependence.

Negotiations on CSCE thus opened on 22 November 1972; it took four 
months for the agenda to be agreed. The Warsaw Pact countries sought to re-
strict talks to vague declarations of principle relating to security—most of which 
were breached by the invasion of Czechoslovakia. Soviet commitment to dé-
tente was viewed as purely “tactical.” Richard von Weiszäcker of the CDU re-
ferred to the proposed CSCE as “the intellectual disarmament of the West.”380 
But NATO had already agreed to broaden the agenda to encompass “freer 
movement of people, information, and ideas” and asserted that the conference 
should go beyond the status quo “by initiating a process of reducing the barriers 
that still exist.”381 This was a startling innovation emanating from the Foreign 
and Commonwealth Offi ce (FCO) attributable to those bridling at the thought 
of further concessions to Soviet sensibilities.

Wedded and glued to spheres of infl uence, Washington had no understand-
ing of or sympathy for the disruptive and potentially explosive value of human 
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rights as leverage against Soviet hegemony in Eastern Europe and wanted none 
of it. Nixon blamed London for initiating CSCE because the Foreign Secre-
tary, Sir Michael Stewart, a weak man, had been reluctant to rebuff Russian 
insistence because of public opinion.382 Kissinger pointed out at the time that 
the Russian aim was twofold: “to sustain a mood in Europe in which Defence 
became progressively less important, and gradually to insinuate the idea of al-
ternative security organisations.”383 He later said, “CSCE was never an element 
of US foreign policy. We never pushed it and stayed a half step behind our allies 
all through the process.”384

“Unpalatable though it may be to have to admit it,” the FCO noted, “West-
ern countries have had to accept it [a European security conference] largely 
because of domestic political pressure: they have had, in effect, to accept the 
Soviet thesis that support for a Conference is the only acceptable evidence 
of willingness to work for détente.” As the chilling events of August 1968 re-
ceded into the distance and after negotiations on Germany lessened the Soviet 
sense of urgency for such a conference, London reckoned that Moscow’s mo-
tives were now more long term in nature and extent. They were attempting to 
“undermine the Atlantic link” and “to weaken NATO.” The British had thus 
searched for a means of counterattack while maintaining allied unity and frus-
trating Soviet aims “without appearing to sabotage détente.”385 They found it in 
what soon became known as “Basket Three”—human rights. So soon after the 
liquidation of the Prague Spring, with bloody suppression of unrest in Gdańsk 
a recent memory and with repressive measures taken against such writers as An-
drei Amalrik and Alexander Solzhenytsin, Moscow was hypersensitive to any-
thing that further exposed the tyrannical elements of their system. Indeed, in 
advice to the East Germans back in July 1969 the Russians had cautioned that 
“the opponents of détente in Europe will in their own way attempt to use idea of 
an all-European conference to pursue their policy of ‘building bridges.’”386

A keen-eyed hawk determined to gain something from the forthcoming con-
ference was George Walden, fi rst secretary in the East European and Soviet de-
partment of the FCO, and already a veteran of the brutal Cultural Revolution 
in China: “in our aim to secure genuine improvements in reducing barriers 
within Europe and ‘generally to spread the contagion of liberty’ we should not 
shrink from asserting Western beliefs in the freedom of movement, informa-
tion, and cultural contacts.” He suggested drafting

hardheaded proposals which:
(a) it would be diffi cult for the Russians to decline;
(b) can be agreed with our allies;
(c) appeal to the popular imagination;
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(d) are workable in practice;
(e) involve a minimum of Government fi nance;
(f)  will attract suffi cient numbers of Western participants (e.g., in any in-

creased exchanges);
(g) introduce another germ of freedom into the East.387

Moscow fought against admitting this Trojan horse within the walls of the 
conference but had to concede on 8 June 1973.388 Otherwise it was doubtful 
whether they would have had a conference at all. The issues lay in three bas-
kets: (1) security, (2) economic cooperation, and (3) humanitarian and other 
fi elds. At Helsinski on 5 July Foreign Secretary Alec Douglas-Home insisted 
that “Basket I will be empty unless there are plenty of eggs in Basket III.”389 But, 
from initially dragging their feet, the Americans led by Kissinger soon dragged 
his feet on these core issues. There was no love lost between Kissinger and 
European statesmen. Britain’s ambassador to Washington, Lord Cromer, noted 
Kissinger’s “astonishing intellectual arrogance,” “the highly devious nature 
of Kissinger’s intellectual make-up” and “his general scorn for ‘the Europeans.’”390 
Kissinger expressed “serious doubts about the proposition that the proliferation 
of human contacts will produce peace.” It had “become an intellectual fash-
ion.” “We have a strange combination,” he told the Belgian Foreign Minister, 
“composed of people who want to transform Soviet society but at the same time 
want to reduce our defenses.” He also much resented the fact that from June 
to October 1973 “no European would talk to us while the European countries 
were formulating their position. This is,” he asserted, “really worse than the situ-
ation we have in dealing with our adversaries.”391

The entire CSCE process loosened the bonds of trust—already strained by 
SALT and Bonn’s Ostpolitik—that tied the United States and Western Eu-
rope together. “As many predicted when the Nixon-Brezhnev summit was fi rst 
mooted,” British offi cial Anthony Elliott noted in late July 1974, “it was swiftly 
followed by efforts on the part of Dr. Kissinger to persuade his NATO allies to 
adopt precipitately what he judges to be a more realistic stance on the CSCE 
negotiations. . . . In recent months . . . it appears that he has come to see the 
Conference as a positive obstacle to his task of developing Soviet-American co-
operation.” “It sometimes seems,” the telegram continued, “that Dr. Kissinger 
misunderstands the signifi cance of the CSCE to the West. He often gives the 
impression that détente is primarily a matter of inter-governmental accommo-
dation and that the human aspect is secondary.”

Yet British offi cials could not “see how détente will have any real meaning 
or will last” without a progressive relaxation of restrictions imposed by commu-
nist regimes on person-to-person contact with the outside world.392 And when 
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challenged, Elliott retorted: “If they [the Russians] thought that they would be 
able to circumvent them [articles in Basket Three] completely, it would hardly 
have been necessary for them to devote so much time and care to criticising 
our textual formulas; they could simply have accepted texts (and thus moved to-
wards their aim of bringing the Conference to an early end without having any 
intention of doing anything about them.”393 Britain’s ambassador to Moscow, 
Sir Terence Garvey, agreed.394 Russia was hamstrung in the end by Brezhnev’s 
desperate concern to achieve agreement in “negotiations that the world forgot.” 
This was, Sir Michael Alexander recalls, Brezhnev’s “major mistake.” In May 
Alexander therefore instructed the British delegation to persist on Basket Three 
to extract the highest price. If Russia refused to accept it, then everything would 
be renegotiated piece by agonizing piece.395

The agreement was hammered out and the Helsinki Final Act was duly 
signed on 1 August 1975 by all the states of Europe, plus the USSR and United 
States. This was no treaty and had no force of law. It is fair to say, though, that 
the degree of attention paid to the formulation of its provisions and later to its 
enforcement meant that it was treated subsequently no less seriously than le-
gally substantive agreements.

The agreement blasted a breach in the security wall that Andropov had ce-
mented across the communist bloc in Europe. The USSR, however, was con-
sidered fairly secure. After Helsinki Andropov presented the Politburo with a 
memorandum on dissidents. The number confi ned added up to 850, of which 
261 were held for anti-Soviet propaganda. But as many as 68,000 had been told 
to report to the KGB, where due warning was given about the unacceptability 
of their behavior. The secret police also claimed to have penetrated 1,800 anti-
Soviet groups and associations.396 These numbers gave Andropov a specious 
reputation for tolerance; liberalism, indeed. Yet this was not all: on 29 April 
1969 he proposed confi ning dissidents to psychiatric hospitals.397 This was ac-
cepted. In January 1970 the Politburo instructed the relevant organizations to 
bring forward proposals for putting the idea into action.398 By the time the sys-
tem was closed down in 1988 the astonishing fi gure of 800,000 patients had to 
be released.399 Even so, in a country of 250 million this was still a tiny proportion 
of the population. Of greater concern in Moscow was the possible impact of 
Helsinki on the rest of the Warsaw Pact, Russia’s Achilles’ heel.

Senior Soviet diplomat Yuli Kvitsinsky later lamented: “The formulation of 
the third basket was considered by the West as its victory. This view was also 
shared by many in Moscow, looking with mistrust on the fruits of the work of 
our delegation headed by A. G. Kovalev.”400 Anatoly Kovalev, a Deputy Minister 
of Foreign Affairs from 1971, had been part of the Zavidovo group working for 
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Brezhnev. He was close to Andropov. This was also because at CSCE Kovalev 
had been instructed by Gromyko to deal directly with the KGB chief on Basket 
Three. In the end, however, it was Brezhnev who dictated the terms accept-
able, and these meant overruling the KGB. Andropov told Kovalev: “You will 
understand that this is a game with more than one goal: the Foreign Ministry 
wins and the KGB loses. The inviolability of frontiers is fi ne, very good; but the 
frontiers will be transparent.”401

Indeed, they proved to be. By way of postscript: in the summer of 1991, the 
Soviet empire in ruins, the Berlin Wall down, and socialism in Eastern Europe 
for most an unpleasant memory, Sir Michael Alexander came to dine at the 
embassy in Moscow. The issue of Basket Three came up in rhetorical form: 
“Did our participants at the time imagine the consequences of their activity?” 
Alexander’s answer was that some certainly were farsighted. “I don’t think that 
he was wrong,” lamented Kvitsinsky.402
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9

THE IMPACT OF VIETNAM

However, we must not let ourselves become self-satisfi ed, as imperialism will use 
every means of pressure at its disposal. The struggle between the two systems is 
still going strong.

—Boris Ponomarev, 27 February 1973

The Third World was the sphere that held out the greatest hopes for progress 
against the West. In 1958 Khrushchev boasted of winning “the hearts of the 
people of these countries.”1 Such naïveté wasted resources and bought Moscow 
little infl uence. And in October 1964 the Party roundly condemned Khrushchev 
for his ignorant and profl igate approach. “One has to look at things realistically,” 
the indictment ran. “And the reality is that for hundreds of years the Americans, 
the French, the English, and the Germans held the dominant position in Asia, 
Africa, and Latin America. There they established their bastions—economic 
and military; they were very well acquainted with the situation, customs, laws, 
and living conditions of these peoples; they had their civil servants there. The 
people in these countries used their language. We, in no sense knowing any-
thing about such countries, from time to time render them extensive fi nancial, 
technological, military, and other forms of aid.” To what effect? “The results in 
many cases have been lamentable: having swallowed what we gave them, the 
leaders of some of these countries turned their backs on us.”2

Yet Khrushchev’s successors were to match his mistakes repeatedly on an even 
greater scale. This was the impact of Vietnam. On 27 January 1973 the accords 
signed in Paris effectively ended the longstanding US military commitment 
to Saigon. By March 1975 the slogan for the renewed offensive from Hanoi in 
concert with Moscow and Beijing was “Achieve a victory like Dien Bien Phu.” 
A month later the Americans were gone, leaving Hanoi in complete control. At 
the time Kissinger cautioned that “we should not characterize our role in the 
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confl ict as a disgraceful disaster.”3 But nearly twenty years later, he acknowl-
edged it to be “a debacle.”4 “It is doubtful that Castro would have intervened 
in Angola,” Kissinger notes, “or the Soviet Union in Ethiopia, had America not 
been perceived to have collapsed in Indochina, to have become demoralized 
by Watergate, and to have afterward retreated into a cocoon.”5 Former CIA 
director Robert Gates agrees: “Spring 1975 marked an ending and a beginning 
of the superpower struggle in the Third World. It saw the end of the Vietnam 
War for the United States, and fi nal communist victory and American defeat 
there. . . . The perception quickly grew that it would be a cold day in hell before 
the United States again involved itself militarily in a Third World struggle.”6

Once Moscow had acquired the means of airlifting military supplies across 
the globe, opportunity and capability created a new basis for rivalry with the 
West. The total number of transports stabilized at 600 by 1984. They showed 
their value in the 1967 and 1973 wars in the Middle East, when they operated 
round-trips of up to 6,000 nautical miles (given the problem of overfl ights) at 
short notice. Within three days of war breaking out in 1967 Moscow managed 
350 sorties in twenty-seven days. Invading Czechoslovakia the following year, 
500 fl ights in one night constituted a fi ne-tuned operation. Moreover, the ac-
quisition of a blue-water fl eet (a 40 percent increase in large surface warships 
between 1965 and 1981)7 marked a coming of age for the Soviet navy, perhaps 
more signifi cant for showing the fl ag than in terms of the overall global bal-
ance. Of greater material import was the emergence of an amphibious assault 
capability and heavy lift transport aircraft, including the Antonov-12 (similar to 
the American C-130), Antonov-22 and the Iyushin-76 (similar to the American 
C-141). This transformed Moscow’s capacity for projecting power during the 
1970s. A decade before, it had no heavy transports for long-range operations.

THE YOM KIPPUR WAR

By 1973 Moscow was congratulating itself on advancing its cause in the Mid-
dle East. Despite warnings from knowledgeable KGB, GRU, and Foreign Min-
istry Arabists, the Kremlin deluded itself into believing that despite the death of 
Nasser on 28 September 1970 and his replacement by Sadat, Egypt would never 
desert the USSR. On 30 April 1971 Cairo’s KGB resident Kirpichenko delivered 
a particularly blistering prediction of Sadat’s likely treachery which had the 
extraordinary effect of stinging Podgorny into saying that Kirpichenko had no 
business talking about presidents in such a disrespectful manner.8

Delusions went much further. Egypt, Iraq, Syria, and Algeria were all seen 
as potential converts to communism. The Baathists ruling Syria and Iraq were 
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cooperating with local communists; the former even had two such ministers. 
Ponomarev claimed Moscow had “given him [Nasser] to understand that it is 
not possible to sustain good relations with the Soviet Union while at the same 
time persecuting communists.” Indeed, Russia had “to take into consideration 
that in the Arab world the great social question remains, which road such states 
as Egypt, Iraq, and Syria are to take, the socialist or the capitalist one.”9 And 
military aid was seen as one promising route enticing such countries in the 
direction of socialism.

On the Soviet view, therefore, no fast distinction was drawn between the 
policy of the state toward Third World countries and the revolutionary pros-
elytism of the International Department. The assumption was that victory in 
Vietnam would facilitate a Middle East solution to Israel’s disadvantage. Wash-
ington would now have to decide whether to have “Israel as a satellite” and 
have millions of Arabs as enemies or become more reasonable. “Vietnam has 
set the Arabs a good example,” Moscow reasoned. “It shows how necessary it is 
to combine military action with political discussion.”10

Russia was not alone in seeing the Middle East as a neuralgic point in 
the Cold War. The region’s oil was critical to Western Europe, even though 
Washington could, if determined, source strategic requirements in its own 
hemisphere. “If we consider Vietnam,” Kissinger wrote, “our most anguish-
ing problem, certainly the Middle East, constitutes our most dangerous prob-
lem.” “In the Middle East,” he added, “the ingredients included the Arab states 
poised against Israel but with both sides backed by the super-powers which do 
not fi nitely control the actions of their clients. Therefore a relative triviality 
in a global context could lead to the kind of confrontation which neither of 
the super-powers would want but which neither could prevent.”11 Moreover by 
August 1973 Watergate had proved “a disaster” for US foreign policy. “Every-
thing is harder now and takes a little longer now,” complained Kissinger.12

In late April Moscow had agreed to “measures for the strengthening of Egypt’s 
military potential.”13 But it wanted to use this as leverage for negotiation rather 
than as prelude to war. This is apparent from conversations with Sadat in Feb-
ruary 1972.14 Unrealistic in his assessment of Egypt’s capability, however, Sadat 
was decided on war. To keep Moscow in line, he terminated Soviet access to 
air and naval facilities; the exception, Alexandria was not closed to Soviet naval 
vessels—submarines in particular—until relations with Moscow were com-
pletely broken, in 1976.15 These losses were irreplaceable and marked a notable 
success for Kissinger’s diplomacy in luring Egypt westwards.

Without consulting Moscow, Sadat and Hafi z al-Assad (for Syria) attacked Is-
rael on 6 October 1973 to reverse the results of the Six Day War. There was little 
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prior warning, despite the presence of more than a thousand military advisers 
in Syria. Relations had cooled with Cairo since the expulsion of the Soviet con-
tingent from Egypt following on Sadat’s long-term aim of turning toward the 
United States. Moscow was no better informed than Washington which, prior 
to hostilities, “made a serious effort in the short time available to stop it.”16 Sa-
dat arranged for Assad to convey the bad news to Moscow on 4 October, which 
promptly led the Russians to airlift their remaining (civilian) personnel out of 
Egypt.17 On 6 October US ambassador Kenneth Keating told Prime Minister 
Golda Meir that the Syrians and Egyptians were coordinating an attack on Is-
rael late that afternoon.18 Kissinger was convinced that Moscow had not urged 
the Arabs to attack.19

Thus after informing Israel at 6:00 a.m. (EST), Kissinger called Dobrynin 
before 9:00 a.m. telling him to notify his superiors immediately that Washing-
ton and Moscow held a special responsibility to prevent war.20 It soon became 
clear, however, that Moscow would not stand back. Bill Quandt, in charge of 
the Middle East at the NSC, noted: “When it became clear that the fi ghting 
might be prolonged and the Soviets began a massive resupply effort, we had to 
act to prevent the Soviets from tilting the military balance against Israel. This 
past weekend, therefore, we began a program of resupply to Israel.”21 Russia 
sent in at least twenty-six transport aircraft fully laden to Cairo, Damscus, and 
Baghdad.22 They also dispatched two missile destroyers and a cruiser en route 
to the eastern Mediterranean.

The problem was less one of Soviet intervention23 than that, although inca-
pable as ever of beating Israel, Egypt and Syria would conduct a low-level war 
of attrition. Since 1967 Washington had generously bankrolled Tel Aviv just 
as Moscow underwrote Havana. Israel owed the United States $1.7 billion on 
cash and credit purchases with a twenty- to thirty-year repayment schedule. Yet 
this has to be set against the cost of the war, which worked out at $250 million 
per day.24 Washington therefore came up with an additional $2.2 billion.25 It 
was “the view of the US intelligence community, that superior Israeli combat 
effectiveness would be able to turn the tide and reverse initial setbacks”26—
even though the Arabs were more equipped. The ratio of Arab to Israeli fi ghter 
aircraft was 2.45 to 1, tanks 2.52 to 1. Yet the Arabs lost four times as many troops 
as the Israelis.27 Moscow tried to enhance the odds for Damascus by deploying 
a SAM-6 brigade on a temporary basis. But this made little difference to the 
outcome of the confl ict.

“The Soviets may be putting us to the test in the larger context of our overall 
relations,” wrote one aide at the White House. “We certainly want to show that 
we are not immobilised and have not opted out of the Middle East because 
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of energy, Watergate, detente, or Soviet power.” The conclusion was that “the 
Soviets will be less likely to become involved if it is clear that we mean business 
about their staying out and that larger interests are at stake.”28

The real problem for Washington, however, was entirely unexpected: mobi-
lization of the Arab oil-exporting states. In Saudi Arabia, Feisal, who had seized 
power from his brother a decade before, rejected US demands for a reversion of 
Arab and Israeli forces to the status quo ante, which would leave Israel with the 
gains made in 1967. Feisal was prepared to cut output to 7.2 million barrels per 
day and then at the rate of 5 percent each month until the Israelis withdrew.29

The American aim to stare down the Russians was thus further complicated 
by the need to avoid a collision with the entire Arab world. Kissinger was most 
aware of the corrosive effect of Watergate on the international standing of the 
United States and therefore even more predisposed than subordinates to show 
the fl ag backed by the threat of force to deter Russia from intervention. Simi-
larly, he was aware of the possible threat of escalation. Kissinger told the Belgian 
Foreign Minister “that if the Soviets were to involve themselves directly in the 
Middle East hostilities, then we would react very sharply.”30

Brezhnev was under pressure from not only Sadat and Assad to neutralize 
Washington and thus expose Tel Aviv, but also from the irascible Grechko, now 
a voting member of the Politburo, who wanted both to punish the Arabs for 
their disobedience and to reinforce the Soviet military presence in the Middle 
East. But Brezhnev initially held fi rm: “We have already made a principal [prin-
cipled?] decision not to be involved in the Middle East war, and there are no 
reasons to change our decision.”31 The fi nal decision, however, was to threaten 
intervention in order to persuade the United States to rein in Israel, which 
was as usual continuing to fi ght on despite a UN Security Council resolution 
calling for a cease-fi re. Soviet credibility was reinforced by the presence of 96 
warships and auxiliaries deployed to the Mediterranean.32 Resupply of Egypt 
and Syria in the 1973 war began four days after hostilities opened and required 
40 percent of all Soviet medium- and long-range troop transports. In all, 850 sor-
ties were conducted in twenty-fi ve days, averaging 50 per day without losses. In 
that same confl ict 400,000 tons of supplies were also delivered to Egypt, Syria, 
and Libya in thirty-fi ve days by the Soviet navy. Moreover, from the mid-1970s 
Moscow could rely on a global communications system to underpin operations 
across the world via AWAC and satellites.33 Inevitably possession of a long-range 
heavy lift capacity tempted Moscow to operate further afi eld. And the Middle 
East was never far from Soviet gun sights.

It matters that Moscow assumed Washington was paralyzed. The maintenance 
of détente appeared to be Nixon’s top priority, Watergate was infl icting continu-
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ing damage, and the grim prospect of Arab oil sanctions darkened the situation 
room. “President Nixon is probably also interested in not letting the Near East 
events disturb the process of détente under way,” Moscow judged. “The crisis 
in the American government does not help, and their interests in the region 
have to take into account for the time being the Arab oil coalition.”34 From 
those false premises, Moscow was emboldened into pressuring Washington to 
ease away from wholehearted support for Israel. And it is not impossible that the 
United States had intercepted and decrypted this assessment in transmission 
and therefore understood the urgent need to dispel Moscow’s perilous illusions.

Kuznetsov drafted a message threatening unilateral action. It had been he 
who warned Washington in October 1962 that Moscow would never allow an-
other humiliation. He evidently believed that now the shoe was on the other 
foot. Signed by Brezhnev, the message threatening unilateral action was sent 
to Washington late in the evening of 24 October (EST). After calling on the 
United States to join the USSR in the sending of military forces to implement 
the Security Council resolution, Brezhnev threatened unilateral military ac-
tion: “I will say it straight that if you fi nd it impossible to act jointly with us in 
this matter, we should be faced with the necessity.”35

At the same time “Soviet actions signaled the buildup of the capability for 
rapid introduction of forces into the Middle East” that afternoon and evening. 
The NSC convened from 10:00 p.m. on 24 October to 3:00 a.m. on 25 October 
along with the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the director of CIA. 
Kissinger took the chair.36 With Nixon’s assent, Defcon III was declared. In his 
reply to Brezhnev, Nixon assured Moscow that “we are already in close contact 
with the government of Israel aimed at ensuring its full compliance with the 
provision of the Security Council decisions,”37 but he also insisted that “we 
must view your suggestion of unilateral action as a matter of the gravest concern 
involving incalculable consequences.”38 The motives for the alert have been 
clarifi ed by Schlesinger: after the fi rst calls in Congress for Nixon’s impeach-
ment “we feared that the Soviets might be concluding that the American Gov-
ernment was paralyzed, that it could not act, and it was for that reason, amongst 
others, that we responded to Brezhnev’s note with the so-called nuclear alert, 
which incidentally was not just nuclear, it was our forces all over the world.”39

The Kremlin was naïvely surprised. “The Americans had no right to put their 
troops on alert all over the world,” Brezhnev whined.40 But the alert had the 
desired sobering effect: “It is not reasonable to become engaged in a war with 
the United States because of Egypt and Syria,” Kosygin said. We will “not un-
leash” a “Third World War,” Andropov added. “We do not need another war,” 
Ponomarev concluded. Others repeated as much.41 Only hothead Grechko 
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 suggested sending troops to the Middle East in retaliation. Kosygin, however, 
made strong objection to the dangers of escalation and restated his remark to 
Sadat that “we would not become engaged in the war.”42 In early November 
Brezhnev expressed the wish to facilitate a border settlement, including a guar-
antee for Israel, arguing that diplomatic relations with Tel Aviv should be rees-
tablished at the appropriate moment. When Gromyko protested at this upset-
ting the Arabs, Brezhnev lost his patience and insisted that the Arabs had got 
nowhere despite military assistance given by Moscow. “We won’t fi ght for them. 
The people would not understand. And above all we don’t have any intention 
of being dragged into world war because of them.”43

Nixon took the view that the US airlift “saved Israel” over the objections 
of Defense and State. He had told Moscow “we would never have a confl ict 
with them over Vietnam and defi nitely would over Europe.” The Middle East, 
however, was “a maybe.”44 The war in the Middle East was nevertheless, in the 
opinion of the NSA’s offi cial history, “the closest that the United States and the 
Soviet Union came to war between the Cuban Missile Crisis and the end of 
the Cold War.”45 Moscow’s response was to fi rm up assistance to Palestinian ter-
rorism. Since 1968 the KGB had maintained contact with the People’s Front for 
the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) headed by George Habash. In April 1974 the 
PFLP outlined its operational plans including destruction of “oil storage tanks 
in various regions of the world (Saudi Arabia, the Persian Gulf, Hong Kong, 
etc.), the destruction of tankers and supertankers, actions against American and 
Israeli representatives in Iran, Greece, Ethiopia, Kenya; an attack on the dia-
mond center in Tel Aviv, etc.” It was seeking both training and equipment. On 
23 April Andropov sought Brezhnev’s agreement to this and received it.46

LATIN AMERICA IN REVOLT

Whereas the Middle East was ground clearly disputed, Latin America lay 
squarely within the US sphere of infl uence. This meant that Moscow would 
take a back seat to Havana. Pursuing a policy favored by Kennedy47 on 
31 March 1964 Washington—courtesy of military attaché Colonel Vernon 
(Dick) Walters—orchestrated the overthrow of the leftist João Goulart regime 
in Brazil with the US fl eet standing offshore. The year before, in September 
1963, a military coup had overturned the populist but incompetent government 
of Juan Bosch in the Dominican Republic. Thereafter a guerrilla campaign 
broke out with training and backing from the Cuban Dirección General de In-
teligencia (DGI). On 24 April 1965 a revolt broke out against the regime among 
junior and middle rank offi cers.
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The White House responded. Brushing aside McNamara’s skepticism, John-
son sent in US Marines to seize power on 27 April, reinforcements following 
two days later, and reinstall a reliable dictatorship.48 The message was clear: 
Washington would secure their sphere of infl uence from ideological infection 
through preemptive use of force. Moscow raised neither Brazil nor the Domini-
can Republic to the level of cause célèbre. Greece suffered a like fate. Wholly 
within the US sphere of infl uence since Stalin abandoned the KKE’s struggle, 
Greece stood at the crossroads of the eastern Mediterranean and the Middle 
East and served the needs of the US Sixth Fleet. The resurgence of the left 
under George Papandreou resulted in a coup d’état by the military on 21 April 
1967. There were good reasons to suspect American involvement. The seizure 
of power was by means of the Prometheus Plan, a NATO contingency in the 
event of a communist takeover. It was effected by Colonel George Papadopou-
los, in the pay of CIA since 1952.49 He had served as liaison between the agency 
and the KYP (its Greek equivalent) since 1960. Opposition politicians, who in 
the run-up to the coup approached deputy chief of station in Athens James 
Potts, were advised to turn instead to Papadopoulos: “He’s my boy,” Potts used 
to say. Meanwhile, after the coup, old hands at the US Military Aid Assistance 
Group jokingly referred to the colonel as “the fi rst CIA agent to become Pre-
mier of a European country.”50

This coup was not, however, quite what Washington expected. “Dick” Leh-
man, then in CIA’s Offi ce of Current Intelligence, recalls this as an unusual in-
stance of Director Richard Helms losing his temper. “What happened was that 
the Greek generals had been planning a coup against the elected government,” 
he recalls, “a plan we all knew about and was not yet ripe. But a group of colo-
nels had trumped their ace and acted without warning.” Helms had assumed 
the generals had gone ahead without telling him fi rst.51 As was the case with 
Brazil, the coup was relatively bloodless; it was only after that torture reared its 
ugly head.

Chile was treated no better. On 4 September 1970 Marxist Salvador Allende, 
presidential candidate for a socialist-communist coalition, won by a tight mar-
gin the greater proportion of votes cast. “A friend of the Party” who once seri-
ously contemplated joining, Allende then managed to secure the majority in 
congress necessary for taking offi ce. This was achieved in the face of a frantic 
and chronically mismanaged attempt by the White House to deny him offi ce.52 
At this stage a close friend to Allende, Castro, advised caution. However, in-
stead of attempting to propitiate the middle ground in Chilean politics in order 
to reduce the effectiveness of US interference, Allende embarked full speed on 
the nationalization of private property using existing legislation that allowed 
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him to circumvent elected representatives. Property seized without compensa-
tion included that of many US multinationals whose investments had been 
encouraged by Kennedy in order to build an alternative model to Cuban so-
cialism through the Alliance for Progress. The economic chaos resulting from 
Allende’s actions was exacerbated by the falling price on world markets of 
Chile’s staple export, copper. It took more than a year to take effect, but once 
apparent it laid the regime open to further attempts by Washington to subvert 
the socialist experiment.

On 21 August 1972 a shopkeepers’ strike broke out that soon spread the entire 
length of the country and took in the drivers of heavy goods vehicles, gradu-
ally strangling the entire economy. Washington bankrolled the owner-drivers, 
but the political strike failed when Allende incorporated the military into his 
cabinet on 2 November in order to outfl ank the right. Emboldened by the will-
ingness of senior offi cers to defend the new order, the communists suggested 
that Allende seize power from within—an autogolpe—before power was taken 
from them all. This was also Castro’s advice. But Allende could be extremely 
stubborn; fi rm convictions were easily and all too frequently underestimated 
because he had the reputation of being a great parliamentary tactician, the 
master of muñeca (the fl exible wrist). Allende adamantly refused the advice 
given because he remained committed to a constitutional order, even while his 
devious nationalization program undermined its spirit and credibility.

Meanwhile, having despaired of ever ridding the subcontinent of Allende 
when the strike failed, Nixon, with active encouragement from the US military 
advisory group in Chile, resolved on a coup. But because CIA was generally 
averse to this option, he turned instead to the Pentagon for implementation 
of operations independently of CIA station in Santiago and of the US ambas-
sador, now Nathaniel Davis. On 29 June a putsch took place. It failed because 
the army around Santiago refused to rally round. The US role was hidden. But 
MI6 had to be called in from London to exfi ltrate US agents unable to obtain 
help from the unknowing Santiago station. Nixon nevertheless became ever 
more determined, as the Watergate scandal ate away at his political credibility, 
to bring Allende down at whatever cost. Finally, the desired result was achieved 
courtesy of Walters, an old friend as well as Deputy Director of CIA, on 11 Sep-
tember. The timing was brought forward to forestall a referendum by Allende 
that could have ended the regime by peaceful means since few conclude that 
he would have won. But that would have taken time and the results could have 
proved insuffi ciently conclusive for Nixon. Throughout, in contrast to Havana, 
Moscow acted with restraint, failing to give Allende the kind of blank check 
they gave Havana. The KGB, for one, viewed the regime’s economic policies 
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as folly and their diplomacy as amateurish. Détente was certainly not viewed as 
expendable for such an uncertain and potentially unrewarding outcome.

REVOLUTION OF THE CARNATIONS

The events in Chile hung like a pall over the Communist parties of Western 
Europe. Since the invasion of Czechoslovakia the PCI under Luigi Longo and 
then Enrico Berlinguer had led the way toward greater autonomy from Mos-
cow: the compromesso storico, compromising with the existing institutions of 
the Italian state—what was later generalized as Eurocommunism.

To some it altered nothing. In Bonn, Foreign Minister Hans-Dietrich Gen-
scher expressed it crisply. “There is not one single Western Communist Party 
that has given up its fi nal objective,” he said. “They still want the dictatorship of 
the proletariat. This is the decisive point. The danger is that they become more 
attractive to the voters. It is easier for us to accept orthodox parties than parties 
that give the appearance of being independent.” Even though the advanced 
economies were fairly secure, having tiny and unpopular Communist parties, 
elsewhere in NATO, notably its southern tier, matters were very different. Re-
ferring to Britain and Germany as safe, Foreign Secretary James Callaghan 
pointed out, however, that “we should recognize they are still the true enemy 
and not let them increase their appeal.” He favored fl ushing them out by trying 
to make these parties “try harder to prove their independence.” Yet, as Kissinger 
rightly observed, the problem was that “if we stress their independence, we cre-
ate the impression that that’s the only obstacle.” And he found it particularly 
irritating that the Italian communists were “making themselves respectable” by 
reaching out to the broader opinion in the United States. “To the extent they 
become respectable in the U.S., they can use this in Italy to prove their respect-
ability.” Whereas the Russians, to his relief, were “so clumsy.”53

Détente brought to the fore the issue of aid to foreign Communist parties 
and national liberation movements. Portugal’s revolution raised both in the 
most acute form. The potential for overturning capitalism in Lisbon and for 
Soviet bloc expansion to encompass Angola and Mozambique was too tempt-
ing to pass over. Yet these opportunities were thrown up at a crucial moment in 
the evolution of détente. Moreover, events in Portugal taken together with the 
fall of the Greek dictatorship and the imminence of Franco’s death prompted 
larger questions as to the future of southern Europe as a whole.

In Moscow the timing could not have been worse. The challenge to dé-
tente, suppressed hitherto, now reemerged. Andropov, Gromyko, and Grechko 
were voting members of the Politburo. Committed rather more to détente with 
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Washington than Western Europe, Gromyko was cautious. But Grechko was 
aggressively anticapitalist and Andropov staunchly committed to Leninism, as 
was Suslov, Brezhnev’s number two. The very locus of power wavered with the 
grave decline in Brezhnev’s health and therefore his capacity to control policy. 
In these conditions the newly acquired stability in East-West relations, upon 
which so much hope had been loaded, was jeopardized not by any change in 
the balance of power but by the degree of commitment on both sides to sustain 
that balance, come what may. Washington appeared less certain to maintain it; 
Moscow, more willing to risk its fracture for unilateral advantage.

Portugal succumbed to a coup when army offi cers backed by General 
António de Spínola seized power in Portugal as of 5:00 p.m. on 25 April 1974. 
The open question was whether this was prelude to communist revolution. Self-
described as the Movimento do Forças Armadas (MFA), the offi cers, though 
largely apolitical, were under the sway of Marxist-Leninists. The initial motiva-
tion of all, including the vast majority of the MFA, was to end the futile struggle 
to sustain a colonial empire in Africa—Cape Verde, Guinea-Bissau, Angola, 
and  Mozambique—against the wishes of its inhabitants. But others went far 
beyond that.

A respectable four-star general, six-year governor, and commander-in-chief 
of Portuguese Guinea, Spínola had fought on Franco’s side in the Spanish civil 
war. But he revolted against the government’s failure to see that colonial wars 
were bleeding the country white, and went public with a book in 1972 that 
elsewhere would scarcely have stirred much interest but which in Portugal cre-
ated a veritable sensation. The MFA had emerged from among the young of-
fi cers, mainly captains. Here there were many people of whom it could be said 
were not communist but were aligned with the theses of the Communist Party. 
Leader of the Portuguese Communist Party (PCP) Álvaro Cunhal remarked 
that “the victorious military movement of 25 April did not fall from the sky.” A 
controlling hand directed contacts with the military.54 Within the MFA some 
had been in touch with the PCP long before the 25 April.55 By the end of March 
1974 a coup was expected.56 Indeed, it was estimated that the young offi cers’ 
movement dominated by captains and majors was viewed sympathetically by 
some 50 percent of the population.57

On 15 May Spínola became President in an atmosphere still uncertain. Two 
days later the PCP was legalized but remained insecure nevertheless. The 
Party, strong among the professional middle classes, including artists, writers, 
and journalists, had long been forced underground by dictatorship; it was also 
dogma-driven; and it was slavishly loyal to Moscow, not unlike the Communist 
parties of Latin America. Cunhal, who was in his own right an impressive fi g-
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ure, had led infi ltration of Portuguese political life for quite some time. Visiting 
Berlin on 16 May representatives emphasized that the “danger of a coup by 
reactionary forces is great.”58 Only a month after the coup a senior member of 
the PCI meeting PCP offi cials found them reluctant to give their names or re-
veal the fact of Party membership. Journals published by the Party did not make 
clear their origins; and small local newspapers referred to their identity only in 
terms of the front, MDP (Movimento Democrático Portugues). The leaders of 
trades unions were “almost exclusively communists, while in local councils, 
especially in small constituencies and in the towns, representatives of the MDP 
(therefore communists and friends of the communists) prevailed.”59

The PCP was subsidized from East Berlin as well as Moscow.60 Spain dis-
covered in November 1974 that Portuguese escudos were being bought at a 
discount in Swiss money markets, apparently to fi nance the subsidies.61 Due 
to clandestine activity and its elevated reputation as antifascist, the PCP held 
more residual organizational power than any rival. By the end of the year the 
communists boasted of the fact that “the MFA maintains the best relations with 
the PCP.” The Portuguese comrades “judge the alliance between the MFA 
and the people’s movement (the PCP and other forces) as a fundamental fact 
in the political situation of the country.”62 This was in large part due to one 
senior offi cer emerging from the coup who advanced his job to further the in-
terests of the PCP: Colonel (soon to be General) Vasco Gonçalves.

Whether or not a secret member of the Portuguese Communist Party (PCP), 
as some have claimed, Vasco Gonçalves embodied communist infl uence within 
the leadership of the MFA. If not, then it is almost certainly true of him, as was 
said of another such fi gure, Ramalho Eanes: “They say he is a catholic but does 
not practise. They say he is not a communist but does practise.” Socialist leader 
Mario Soares described him as “Cunhal’s man, the man on whom Cunhal 
counted to install a communist dictatorship.”63 Indeed, after the Council of 
Ministers ran on until three or four in the morning, Cunhal used to leave the 
offi cial residence to be seen, after an interval, surreptitiously retracing his steps 
for secret conversations with Vasco Gonçalves.64 British intelligence, so well 
informed that it could operate in Portugal from London, certainly considered 
him either a Party member or committed to support the Party.65

The PCP and Vasco Gonçalves were not interested in turning Portugal into 
a democracy. Cunhal, who supported suppression of the Prague Spring, stated 
“that up to 24 April, in the forties and fi fties and sixties, even we would have 
been more than happy to take part in a bourgeois democracy. But now history 
is offering another opportunity and we do not intend to lose it, and we will not 
lose it.” He was not banking on success at the polls: “We do not accept the game 

.
 

$
 

 



282 The Impact of Vietnam

of elections! You are mistaken to rely on such an idea. No, no, no: for me elec-
tions mean nothing. Nothing!” What interested him was that the MFA retain 
its own power within the state, that any future constituent assembly remain 
only one part of that state structure, without legislative power: “What I promise 
is that in Portugal there will be no Parliament.” “There will be a constituent 
assembly and that is all, of limited importance and that is all. It will operate 
within a framework determined completely and conditioned completely by the 
agreements signed with the MFA .”66

Spínola thus feared the extreme left with good reason. It soon became evi-
dent that he was losing control.67 Despairing of the future, on 19 June he met 
Nixon at the US air base in Lajes on the Azores. Nixon was accompanied by his 
friend Walters (interpreting). Spínola expressed “anxiety at the fact that the So-
viet Union is subsidizing communist subversion in Portugal. This is irrefutable 
and is proven by the fact that the CP has just received from Russia substantial 
assistance in cash to prepare for its electoral campaign.” He warned “that Por-
tugal will turn into a communist country and the impact of this on neighboring 
Spain, whose structures, as he understood them, had been much shaken by the 
Portuguese revolution.” He concluded by asking for assistance.68

Portugal, however, was merely “a sleeping partner in NATO.” Its value was 
essentially geostrategic.69 William Colby, Director of CIA, recalled: “We did not 
follow Portugal in detail because at that time [before the coup] it wasn’t impor-
tant.”70 For the British, however, MI6 was so immersed in it that no local resi-
dency was necessary; everything could be done from London.71 Portugal also had 
the distinction of belonging to NATO’s nuclear planning group—with access 
to the associated secrets—and hosted a NATO command (COMIBERLANT) 
linked to that in Norfolk, Virginia. With the Azores island chain off northwest 
Africa, Portugal stood at the mouth of the Mediterranean, a crucial stepping 
stone from the United States to the Middle East. In the airlift to Israel during 
the Yom Kippur War, more than 2,500 metric tons of fuel was required in the 
Azores to refuel US transport aircraft because it took 5 metric tons to deliver just 
1 metric ton of aid.72 As Portuguese politics drifted out of US control, Washing-
ton thus considered detaching the Azores from the mainland.73

PRESSURE BUILDS

Spain now looked uncertain as Franco succumbed to senility (he died on 
24 November 1975). Kissinger’s instinct was to shore up relations with Spain 
as a safeguard against the loss of Portugal. On 6 August 1970 Washington and 
Madrid had agreed a treaty of friendship and cooperation.74 And until the as-
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sassination of Franco’s fi rst anointed successor, Washington had every expecta-
tion of continuity rather than change. Tension, however, grew throughout 1974 
between those favoring fundamental change and fascist diehards including 
Franco. After the collapse of fascist and military dictatorships in Portugal and 
Greece, Spanish traditionalists began to look and feel increasingly isolated. Any 
such government friendly with Moscow would therefore not only jeopardize 
NATO security on its fl anks but also breach alliance security at the core.75 Lon-
don was concerned lest Lisbon turn to Moscow and allow it to establish naval 
bases on its territory.76

The incentive to sort out the western Mediterranean was enhanced by events 
further east. On 15 July the Greek military dictatorship established in 1967 over-
threw Archbishop Makarios in Cyprus as the prelude to a takeover of the island. 
This prompted a Turkish invasion fi ve days later and a cease-fi re on 21 July. But 
the plight of Greek refugees was keenly felt on the mainland. This desperate 
gamble on the part of the Greek military then brought down Karamanlis on 
24 July. Given widespread suspicion of covert US complicity in the 1967 coup, it 
was inevitable that a price was now paid in terms of US infl uence. With a new 
Turkish offensive in Cyprus on 14 August, Greece withdrew from the military 
structure of NATO. Large anti-American demonstrations fl ooded Athens and 
US ambassador Davies was assassinated in Nicosia, capital of Cyprus.

Thus the White House looked to a coup against the left by Spínola and the 
more conservative elements within the MFA as the best hope. Not until this 
proved futile was Washington prepared to consider tactics already favored in 
Western Europe. These hinged upon the social democratic alternative to com-
munism; something for which Nixon held little hope.

On 9 August 1974 Nixon fi nally resigned after complicity was clearly estab-
lished in a break-in at Democrat campaign offi ces in Washington. Kissinger, 
now serving former Vice President Gerald Ford, did his best to sustain continu-
ity of policy. The United States was still reluctant to back a leftist alternative to 
the PCP untried by elections: an option favored by allies in Europe but which 
Nixon and Kissinger personally had found unattractive. “The problem in Por-
tugal,” Kissinger stated, “is very serious, because it could be taken as a test case 
for possible evolutions in other countries, and not only if the Communists take 
over. It could also be the case if the Communists become the sinews of non-
Communist government, and perhaps especially so.”77

Given White House aversion to social democrats, it was inevitable that 
Spínola was talked into attempting a bloodless coup. Three days after Carlos 
resigned, Kissinger spoke out. On 1 August, Walters returned to Portugal. The 
streets then fi lled with demonstrators protesting against economic dislocation 
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caused by the radicalization of society. Behind this ferment stood the architect 
Almeida Araújo and Coca-Cola’s man in Portugal, Sérgio Geraldes Barba; and 
in the shadows lurked the Americans.78 The counterattack had begun. On 21 
September, Spínola announced that he would take personal control over nego-
tiations toward colonial independence.79 The putsch from the right gave a great 
boost to the far left, however. The PCP reported that “the antifascist democratic 
forces among the people and within the MFA were strengthened.” Moreover, 
the main assault on private enterprise could begin “in the near future” with 
the support of “the decisive elements of the MFA” on the basis of the PCP’s 
economic program, amounting to further nationalization and the creation of 
an effective state sector, including a monopoly of foreign trade.80

Generals conspiring with the President were forced out while Spínola him-
self was supplanted by Costa Gomes on 30 September. As commander in chief 
of the armed forces in 1972 he had approved Spínola’s book, which then cost 
both of them their jobs. Thus it was that he had agreed on the coup in April 
and hitherto had acted as something of an éminence grise. Costa Gomes later 
showed himself to be closer to the socialists than the communists, though that 
was only when they were obviously gaining the upper hand.

MENSHEVISM DEFEATS BOLSHEVISM

The destruction of revolutionary socialism in Portugal then had to await de-
cisive action from European social democracy backed by Washington. Forced 
to resign as chancellor on 7 May 1974 after it became known that his assistant 
Gunter Guillaume was an East German spy, Brandt remained chairman of 
the SPD and retained a good deal of authority at home and abroad. He visited 
Portugal at the invitation of Soares on 19–21 October to meet the president and 
prime minister. Brandt took the view that priority should be given to economic 
aid, but only after elections. This could be done by classifying Portugal as a 
“receiving nation” at the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment assistance committee.

Brandt found the socialists had the greatest electoral support but that the 
communists had the best organized party. The MFA, in turn, “could turn ‘per-
onist’ should they become impatient with civilian political rule.”81 An EEC 
summit of socialist leaders on 1–2 November in The Hague approved Brandt’s 
aid proposals. Chancellor Schmidt, “concerned about the potential political 
disintegration of the southern tier of Europe,” and regarded as pro-American 
unlike his predecessor, sought greater US cooperation. The SPD leadership 
was “prepared to cooperate with other West European social democrats to try to 
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assist their colleagues in Portugal from being swept aside by the communists.” 
For its part Washington had no precise idea what Schmidt had in mind.82 The 
SPD and the German trades unions were already assisting Soares organization-
ally and fi nancially.83

A former defense minister, Schmidt agreed with Kissinger geopolitically, 
but their respective readings of Portugal diverged. Convergence seemed pos-
sible with the arrival as ambassador on 17 January 1975 of Frank Carlucci. He 
spoke the more melodic Portuguese of Rio de Janeiro and arrived accompanied 
by men who had served alongside him in Brazil.84 Carlucci believed that the 
way forward was via the socialists.85 His instincts were, however, not those of 
Kissinger. Indeed, they had “differences in views,” as a result of which “some 
sharp exchanges” took place. Only “eventually” did Kissinger come around to 
accepting Carlucci’s arguments.86 Soares subsequently boasted that Portugal 
“proved Carlucci right against Kissinger.”87 This was possible only because the 
Secretary’s star was on the wane. At Princeton, Carlucci and Ford’s chief of staff 
Donald Rumsfeld had become close friends as fellow members of the university 
wrestling team, where quickness of mind and ingenuity were as important as 
physical fi tness. He could therefore exercise a degree of autonomy that few oth-
ers at State possessed.

London was forever pressing Washington to back Soares.88 Despite this, a last 
desperate attempt was made to restore the old regime. On 11 March 1975 two 
companies of paratroops from an air base at Tancos helicoptered into Lisbon 
and took up positions close to the airport near the barracks of an artillery regi-
ment, which was then assaulted by trainer aircraft. Meanwhile in the city center 
offi cers at the headquarters of the republican national guard imprisoned their 
commanding offi cer but were forced to surrender. Spínola fl ed the country 
and the head of the Christian Democratic Party disappeared. Washington was 
now short of alternatives. With this Kissinger had effectively shot his last bolt 
in Portugal.

The putsch was badly conceived and poorly implemented. Moreover, it gave 
the PCP its opportunity. Without pausing for elections, Gonçalves launched a 
series of measures to seize the commanding heights of the economy. The regime 
lurched to the left, the Prime Minister announcing his intention to increase the 
number of communists in the government (some under nominal guise of the 
MDP, including the Minister of the Interior). Alarmed, Soares called for help. 
Believing a Prague coup possible, he made a direct appeal to European social-
ists on 21 March. President Gomes no longer had the army in hand. The eco-
nomic situation was critical. Preparations for the ballot forthcoming were be-
ing manipulated. Communists were taking charge of the secret police (PIDE) 
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to suppress journalists critical of the PCP. “Soares asks us for infl uence to be 
exerted swiftly on the states of the EC [EEC], Moscow and the Vatican: the 
mobilisation of public opinion and pressure on President Gomes.”89

When news reached Genscher, Schmidt contacted Ford and Wilson.90 
He warned: “The socialist party will be eliminated.” Schmidt said that Costa 
Gomes was no longer in control. He suggested a meeting after the NATO 
Council meeting in Brussels.91 This was agreed along with a series of mea-
sures to concert pressure on Lisbon. Typically the French government refused 
to cooperate, and although other members of the Council were sympathetic, 
they were reluctant to join any action that could be seen as interference in the 
internal affairs of another alliance member.92 Britain had no such misgivings. 
Callaghan declared that the situation in Portugal was “potentially dangerous,” 
the MFA “unpredictable,” and all were heading toward “a totalitarian regime 
controlled by the Communists.”93 Schmidt seized the initiative and summoned 
Soviet ambassador Aleksandr’ Tokovinin on 21 March and addressed him on 
the “alarming” news from Portugal, where the “chaotic” situation was in dan-
ger of “getting out of control.” Tokovinin was advised to bring it to Brezhnev’s 
attention.94

Once alerted, Kissinger—now trying to undo the damage wrought— in-
structed Carlucci to make a number of points to Costa Gomes on 23/24 March.95 
These included a warning against appointing additional communist ministers, 
the impression of a military dictatorship coming into being, and keen disap-
pointment “should Portugal move from the tyranny of the right to a deeper tyr-
anny of the left.”96 In Cabinet, Callaghan declared that the situation in Portugal 
was “potentially dangerous,” the MFA “unpredictable,” and all were heading 
toward “a totalitarian regime controlled by the Communists.”97

MOSCOW OVERREACTS

Since 1919 Moscow had been unfailingly punctilious in preserving outward 
separation between sponsorship of foreign Communist parties via the Party and 
relations with noncommunist states conducted by government. In this instance, 
however, action was taken precipitously that can only be described as panic, 
leading to risk taking normally associated with Khrushchev rather than his hith-
erto more cautious successors.

Even though Gromyko is said to have worried more about Portugal falling 
into chaos than seduced by visions of Soviet gains,98 what was at stake for Mos-
cow was the chance of luring Portugal into the Soviet camp and, at the very 
least, ensuring the emergence of its colonies in Africa as states under commu-
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nist auspices. This would have secured an unexpected windfall. In late March, 
François Mitterand, head of the French Socialist Party (PSF), had an unex-
pected visit from the Soviet ambassador. At this time the PSF was in coalition 
with the PCF in opposition to Giscard d’Estaing (who, like Kissinger, thought 
there was no hope of rescuing Portugal). But the PCF were fi rmly in support 
of the PCP as fellow diehards. The PSF and PCF were thus completely at odds 
over Portugal. The ostensible reason for the ambassador’s visit was to discuss 
the details of Gromyko’s visit. Mitterand told his fellow socialist leaders what 
happened next:

He had hardly mentioned the visit at all and had spoken entirely about Por-
tugal. He had started, as if he had been calling on the Foreign Ministry, by 
stating that the USSR could not accept any external interference in Portugal. 
M. Mitterand had replied that this was very interesting, and it was particularly 
interesting that a protest should be made in Paris in the offi ces of the French 
Socialist Party by the Soviet ambassador. The ambassador had not liked this 
at all and had hardened his attitude exactly as if he were making an offi cial 
approach and repeated with emphasis what he had said about interference. 
During the visit to Moscow, which had lasted for two days during which Sus-
lov was in the chair, the Russians had spent quite three hours talking about 
Portugal, as compared with a bare 20 minutes about the Middle East, and had 
again spoken in almost threatening terms about interference.99

Mitterand came away absolutely convinced that the PCP was fi rmly under 
Moscow’s control and that instructions to it from Moscow were relayed by the 
PCF. Schmidt was himself equally certain that the PCF was fi nancially en-
tirely dependent on aid from the USSR.100 When Tito and Berlinguer met on 
29 March, they instantaneously found common ground in opposition to PCP 
rigidity which, Tito said, the “USSR not only supports but also encourages.”101 
The only straw in the wind from Moscow was the demotion of Shelepin from 
the Politburo on 17 April, indicating that the struggle for power there had be-
come bound up in the prospects for revolutionary change in the West.

European socialists were disappointed at the failure to exert greater pressure 
in Portugal. On 10 April Schmidt asked Kissinger for fi rmer action, including 
direct subsidies to political parties, government-to-government aid through de-
fense contracts, and capital investment and direct assistance from the EEC. 
He made a key point: “For me, one consideration is decisive: can the policy of 
détente continue once one part of the Western alliance system is broken off? 
Would not forces in the West that have always taken a negative view of détente 
force it to an end? And would not the corresponding forces in the East say, 
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when faced with the decay of NATO, that it is wrong for the USSR to make 
concessions on global issues to the USA?” He urged, “We will all have to face 
the consequences of an imprudent policy!”102

At the general election in Portugal on 25 April the PSP secured 37.87 percent 
of the votes; the PPD, 26.38 percent; the PCP a mere 12.53 percent; and its 
front, the MDP/CDE, just 4.12 percent. Yet instead of the ballot resolving the 
situation, a constitutional crisis now broke out. Cunhal’s attitude was scarcely 
a secret. “We communists don’t accept the game of elections!” he told Oriana 
Fallaci. “No, no, no: the elections mean nothing to me.”103 Similarly, former 
frigate captain, now rear admiral, Rosa Coutinho was shocked at the failure of 
the far left to obtain a majority. When asked what would happen as a result of 
the elections, he said that they need not have any impact at all. “It was impos-
sible for the Armed Forces to allow the parties to govern alone.”104 This was 
presumably what Costa Gomes meant when he talked about “a pluralist social-
ist system.”105

Thus, having granted the elections demanded, the MFA proceeded to nullify 
the impact of the results. It worried Schmidt that Washington concluded Portu-
gal could not develop democratically. He was determined that NATO and the 
EEC ensure that it did so.106 Schmidt confronted Vasco Gonçalves in Brussels 
on 30 May. The bizarre boast that Portugal was now “the freest country in Eu-
rope, perhaps even the freest in the world” prompted Schmidt to ask why, then, 
the journal República had been closed. The answer he found unconvincing; 
so too Vasco Gonçalves’s arguments in favor of a legislature incorporating the 
military, which Schmidt protested as being “unacceptable abroad.”107

On 5 June East Berlin noted increased pressure on Portugal from the West. 
“Their aim is thereby to bind Portugal more strongly to NATO and the EEC, 
to slow down the revolutionary-democratic process, and to preserve the capital-
ist economic order in Portugal. Increased infl uence has been obtained with 
political, ideological, and material support and through the application of open 
and covert political and economic pressure.”108 This view was reinforced by the 
meeting of EEC heads of government on 17 July which focused on the Portu-
guese problem.

Meanwhile both Cunhal and Soares became ministers without portfolio. The 
push to the left continued. But Soares fought back using every inter national 
connection at hand. At length, following the Stockholm declaration of soli-
darity with the Portuguese Socialist Party from the Second International on 2 
August, and statements by Kissinger (14 August) and Ford (19 August), Moscow 
became seriously alarmed at the growth of anticommunist sentiment. Now it 
was the turn of the PCP to feel threatened. At headquarters the Italian commu-
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nists noted a “continuous state of vigilance. Dozens of comrades in the day and 
hundreds at night. The leadership no longer meets at Party headquarters.” An 
open struggle for power was taking place focused on capturing opinion within 
the MFA polarizing around Antunes (to the right) and Gonçalves (to the left). 
The PSP was becoming ever more anticommunist while the PCP was “isolating 
itself dangerously.”109

“International imperialist forces continue to build up pressure on Portugal,” 
Moscow noted, adding in some alarm, “They are manifestly aiming to create 
in Portugal a situation similar to that in Chile on the eve of the coup.” “With 
the participation of the socialists,” they observed, “an anticommunist campaign 
is being whipped up and is increasingly expressing itself in the form of a po-
grom against the organizations of the Communist Party and of other democratic 
forces.” “Now all the achievements of the Portuguese revolution, the freedom 
and lives of Communists and other democrats in Portugal are under threat,” 
Moscow concluded. The Soviet authorities thus authorized a campaign of sup-
port for their allies, including propaganda, commercial contracts, and “other 
measures.”110 In September Vadim Zagladin from the International Depart-
ment was sent out to Portugal. The British and Americans suspected that “long-
range control of Cunhal was no longer enough for the Russians.”111

At a ministerial meeting on 6–7 October 1975 the EEC agreed on credit 
for Portugal: 180 million units of account, plus food and medical assistance. 
Then on 10 October Foreign Minister Melo Antunes met Ford and Kissinger, 
resulting in $55 million for 1976.112 Costa Gomes tried hard to sustain a bal-
ance between East and West. In Moscow on 14 October he emphasized the 
importance of stabilizing society but defi ned his country’s future in terms of 
socialism. “However,” Moscow noted, “judging from everything, socialism for 
Costa Gomes means a political course of a liberal nature and quite unclear.” 
Using the opportunity to criticize the PCP, Gomes then backed away when 
Moscow defended it. “The President openly said that the normalization of the 
situation in Portugal hinders pressure from the Western countries which is con-
nected with not only the participation of communists in the government, but 
also with NATO’s mistrust of Portugal’s policy of decolonization.” Costa Gomes 
then went on to say how important was Soviet oil, “especially considering that 
the West is de facto boycotting Portugal economically.”113

The drift away from Soviet anchorage continued. In July 1976 when Soares 
formed a new minority government he dropped Antunes. This pointed to down-
grading the military in political life and, as Antunes suspected, the increasing 
abandonment of socialist control over industry.114 The problem remained of 
avoiding direct support from the right-wing Popular Democratic Party and at 
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the same time conceding nothing to the communists. But the announcement 
by Washington in mid-November that it was prepared to loan Portugal a fur-
ther $300 million underlined the American commitment to Soares’s regime.115 
The subsidy to the PCP also increased, by a factor of ten to $600,000 for the 
coming year, alongside existing subsidies from East Berlin.116 But to no avail. 
Its fortunes continued to decline. A further announcement from Washington 
in mid-November that it was prepared to loan Portugal a further $300 million 
underlined the US commitment to Soares.117

Although the situation remained uncertain for at least a year, the battle for 
Portugal’s future had effectively been won by the West. André Malraux said 
in one of his last interviews: “The Portuguese socialists are showing the world 
for the fi rst time in history that the Mensheviks can defeat the Bolsheviks.”118 
But this had been achieved only through a concerted effort from the leaders of 
Europe’s main socialist parties, which managed to convince Washington that 
they had the answer. The same applied to the Spanish succession in November 
1975 and thereafter. Moscow had to look elsewhere to undermine NATO. It had 
more luck in Portugal’s ex-colonies, where matters were resolved before Soares’s 
predominance was established.

THE REVOLUTION IN SOUTHERN AFRICA

Spínola had offered independence to the colonies and here, too, Moscow was 
vitally concerned. The leaders of the various resistance movements in Angola 
gathering at Alvor on 15 January 1975 agreed to form a coalition government to 
take power on 11 November. The Movimento Popular de Libertaçao de Angola 
(MPLA), the Uniã Nacional para a Independência Total de Angola (UNITA), 
and the Frente Nacional de Libertaçao de Angola (FNLA) had, however, been 
embroiled in a struggle for power for a decade, and in so doing they found sup-
port from the opposing parties to the Cold War. The largest group, MPLA, was 
self-consciously Marxist-Leninist, rooted in urban Angola and focused largely 
within one tribe: the Mbundu of the central-northern region. Within a week 
the Committee of Forty which supervised US intelligence operations resolved 
to aid the rival FNLA, led by Holden Roberto, based among the Bakongo in 
the east. On 18 July Ford approved $30 million for that purpose, and on 24 July 
he sanctioned the airlift of US armaments from San Antonio, Texas, to Kin-
shasa, in the Congo.119 A large group of CIA advisers, including propaganda 
teams, also turned up in Kinshasa.120 CIA drew in South Africans for raids on 
the MPLA. Yet when, in November, the administration asked Congress—kept 
in the dark about the previous assistance rendered—for another $28 million, it 
was refused.
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The MPLA was the target of US hostility because, as the largest resistance 
movement, it had been founded by Agostinho Neto with assistance from the 
PCP.121 Thereafter Neto had been backed by both Cuba and Russia. Known to 
Moscow since 1956, a doctor by profession and a poet by vocation, poor-sighted, 
Neto was neither warrior-like nor decisive in manner. But appearances were de-
ceptive.122 Daniel Chipenda had been deputy head of MPLA, but he had been 
ousted by Neto. He was an Umbundu (as was Savimbi who headed UNITA). At 
the beginning of 1974 the Soviet ambassador in Zambia, Dmitrii Belokolos, was 
tricked by Chipenda into insisting that Neto and Chipenda form a coalition. 
When, shocked at the request, Neto refused to do so, the ill-informed Russians 
withdrew their support in retaliation.123

Desertion by Moscow left the MPLA largely dependent on Cuba at the time 
of the Alvor agreement and its intended implementation. What had begun to 
turn the situation around was, with US support for FNLA a reality, at the begin-
ning of October 1974 KGB Deputy Chairman Viktor Chebrikov sent an analyti-
cal memo to the Politburo warning of US intervention to forestall the takeover 
of the Angolan administration by the MPLA in November 1975. An additional 
spur was direct intervention by South African forces. Yet Moscow was slow to 
translate reassuring words into material assistance.

Deprived of Soviet support, in February 1975 Neto therefore asked the Cu-
bans to make up the shortfall. Cuba had been active in the liberation of Africa 
from European colonialism since aiding Algeria against the French in 1961. 
This was followed by an ill-fated expedition to Zaire led by Che in 1965. But 
even after Che’s death in 1967 at the hands of the Americans, African contacts 
remained strong, though attempts to provide military aid elsewhere proved 
unsuccessful. Not until the revolution in Portugal did an opportunity arise to 
demonstrate communist internationalism in a region remote from US predomi-
nance.124 Neto’s overture to Havana was made, he said, “despite our understand-
ing that such a move would inevitably prompt a negative international reaction 
and provide grounds for reinforcement of interference from the West.”125 Cuba 
was at this time receiving the equivalent to about one-third of their GDP from 
the USSR in aid and all its military supplies. Military aid stood at $95 million 
in 1977 and rose to $652 million by 1983.126 It might therefore be thought that 
in taking foreign policy initiatives with serious military consequences, Havana 
would consult Moscow beforehand.

It was only in August 1975, however, that Castro offi cially informed Soviet 
ambassador Alexeev of the request for Cuban military advisers. Cuba then held 
talks with Portuguese generals of the noncommunist revolutionary left, Saraiva 
de Carvalho and Rosa Coutinhou, who backed the idea. When Moscow found 
out, however, it was none too pleased. “It appeared excessively radical, if not 
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smacking of adventurism; dangerous for Cuba itself,” recalls Karen Brutents, 
then deputy head of the International Department responsible for liaison with 
foreign communist parties and national liberation movements. “As a result of 
a Politburo decision Castro was even sent a telegram recommending that he 
refrain from such risky behavior, but it arrived in Havana when the planes with 
Cuban troops had already crossed the Atlantic Ocean.”127 But Brutents may not 
have been fully informed. Unoffi cial contacts with the KGB, for example, may 
also have been in play.

Moscow was left with the invidious choice of backing Havana, which threat-
ened to steal a march in revolution, or holding back for fear of upsetting Wash-
ington. Its decision to go in was thus spontaneous rather than the product of 
advanced planning. Nevertheless it indicated foreign policy priorities: was the 
continuation of détente more important than outfl anking the West in south-
ern Africa or not? “At Zavidovo, Brezhnev’s residence, in the mid-seventies,” 
Brutents recalls, “I witnessed a conversation from which one could conclude 
that Brezhnev was against the USSR being drawn to any extent into tropical 
Africa.”128 The decision went the other way, however. The KGB’s fi rst director-
ate came out strongly in favor of action, and Andropov would not have ignored 
the advice. “Africa has turned into an arena for a global struggle between the 
two systems for a long time to come,” the directorate reported.129 Detinov re-
calls that this was “ideology at work: the idea of spreading . . . socialism in 
the whole world.”130 Moreover Andropov saw himself as a true Bolshevik and 
thought highly of Castro.131 CIA learned that Ponomarev “was a major advocate 
of the joint Soviet-Cuban involvement in the Angolan civil war, in opposition 
to Foreign Minister Gromyko.” The agency believed Suslov would also have 
been associated with this decision. It noted that at the height of the war in Feb-
ruary 1976 “Suslov approved for publication in Pravda an article that strongly af-
fi rmed Soviet support for the MPLA and made the fi rst authoritative admission 
that the Soviet Union was supplying it with military aid. It was on Suslov’s sug-
gestion that the article was signed ‘Observer,’ presumably to lend greater weight 
to its message. At the 25th CPSU Congress [24 February—5 March] Suslov rose 
to his feet before other Soviet leaders to lead applause for the Angola speaker’s 
call for ‘down with imperialism.’”132

Echoes of Brezhnev’s defeat were later to be heard mid-February 1976 at 
Zavidovo where his team was drafting his foreign policy speech for the Twenty-
fi fth Party Congress (24 February). Out of action through the greater part of 1975 
when fateful decisions were reached on Angola, Brezhnev began reminiscing 
about the Cuban missile crisis and the bravura displayed by Khrushchev and his 
number two, Frol Kozlov. It was “a disgrace,” Brezhnev asserted. “And nuclear 
war all but broke out. . . . I am genuine in wanting peace and will not retreat 
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for anything. You can believe me. However, not all like this line. Not everyone 
agrees.” Alexandrov protested that this was not so. Brezhnev persisted: “They 
aren’t propagandists of one sort or another from a regional committee, but also 
people like myself. Only they think differently!” Witnessing this, Chernyaev 
was shocked. And Brezhnev repeated as much in front of Brutents from the 
International Department whom he had known for only a couple of days.133

Moscow had had no intelligence presence in Angola. Information came 
from Lisbon and other African capitals. Nazhestkin, a KGB offi cer, was sent 
to Luanda as a contact with Neto in the late autumn of 1975. But by the time 
he reached Brazzaville (Congo Republic) en route to Luanda, Moscow had 
decided to back the Cuban venture. Nazhestkin was briefed by ambassador Yev-
genii Afanasenko that Moscow was ready to recognize Angola as independent as 
soon as the MPLA made the declaration on 11 November. Neto was astonished 
to learn of this when Nazhestkin arrived in the capital. “Finally, fi nally we have 
been understood. It means we will cooperate, cooperate and fi ght together,” 
he declared with obvious enthusiasm. He added, “The Portuguese are going to 
cooperate with MPLA and are prepared to give us power even though among 
them are many who would prefer a Roberto or Savimbi government.” What he 
required in the face of Western intervention was military assistance at an offi cial 
level. “Our Cuban friends are doing everything that they can. But do not have 
enough armaments.”134 He did not need troops (Cuba already had a special 
forces battalion there), only weapons. And the Portuguese in Luanda would 
close their eyes if Soviet arms arrived before 11 November.135

To preserve form, however, Moscow cautiously awaited proclamation of the 
Angolan republic before sending arms. On the morning of that day, 11 No-
vember, General Vasilii Makarov was briefed on the upcoming dispatch of 20 
military specialists to assist the MPLA in the use of Soviet weapons. Makarov 
was to go with the group to represent the General Staff (the tenth main direc-
torate) in dealings with Neto, but also to keep Moscow informed in detail as 
to what was going on.136 By the end of the month Moscow had 90 men in situ; 
the following year 344, including 96 advisers with 5 support staff, 159 specialists, 
26 interpreters, and 58 from special units.137 In the course of four months Rus-
sia ferried in aid through seventy fl ights with a maximum of seven per day over 
the course of 6,250 nautical miles one way.138 In August 1976 KGB residencies 
were instructed:

One of the main requirements which SVIRIDOV [Andropov] has de-
manded for our work in Africa consists of directing the residencies towards 
major political problems. This means working more persistently to under-
mine the position of the Americans and British in Africa, and to strengthen 
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Soviet  infl uence on the continent. It is necessary to establish fi rm positions 
and channels of infl uence within the ruling circles, governments and intelli-
gence services, in order to obtain reliable prognoses concerning the situation 
in the country and the region as a whole, and on the activities of the Ameri-
cans, the British and the Chinese, and to carry out wide-ranging measures 
against them.139

By the autumn of 1976 Moscow was rather pleased with developments. “A range 
of national revolutionary parties and movements are drawing close to Marxist-
Leninist positions,” Ponomarev refl ected, adding, “A great deal of work in this 
sense is being done by the CPSU” in such countries as Angola, Mozambique, 
Somalia, etc.140 What had yet to be added to the bill, however, was the cost of 
these operations in the accounting for détente.
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10

DÉTENTE FAILS

The Soviet Union is not merely talking about world revolution but is actually 
helping to bring it about.

—Andropov, October 1980

A comforting but unsupported assumption underpinning Washington’s pol-
icy of détente was that Moscow was becoming less revolutionary. CIA’s Spe-
cial National Intelligence Estimate for July 1969 asserted that “nonideological 
considerations are playing an increasingly important role in the formulation of 
Soviet foreign policies. The USSR tends to behave more as a world Power than 
as the center of the world revolution. Thus the Soviets are inclined to establish 
international priorities in accordance with a more traditional view of Russian 
security interests and a more realistic view of Russian security interests and a 
more realistic view of the possibilities for expanding their infl uence.”1 Simi-
larly in allied Britain we also fi nd the wish fathering the thought, even among 
hard-bitten diplomats. The man who shortly thereafter became the Permanent 
Under-Secretary at the Foreign Offi ce, Sir Dennis Greenhill, announced that 
in the new atmosphere of détente following the Cuban crisis the KGB’s golden 
age was drawing to a close, its infl uence about to diminish.2

This rationalist fallacy had occurred repeatedly in the past. It assumed that 
the commitment to international revolution was merely a matter of choice for 
Soviet leaders and in so doing underestimated the very point that Trotsky in-
sisted upon; namely, that however reactionary in preferences, Soviet leaders 
were driven by the nature of the system to pursue the expansion of the revo-
lution. But the rationalist fallacy was popular among liberal Sovietologists in 
the United States. The delusion perhaps had less to do with Moscow than the 
fact that the Americans were exhausted. They wanted détente. Liberal voices 
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drowned out at the height of McCarthyism and its aftermath under Kennedy 
could now be heard loud and clear.

Events, however, ultimately made clear that Moscow had no intention of end-
ing the Cold War through compromise in either the struggle over the balance 
of Europe or the larger ideological confl ict over the shape of the international 
system. A backlash thus occurred at the end of the 1970s separately from both 
directions—Europe and the United States. If one did not write off the Ameri-
can will to power and German fear of the Red Army, it was utterly predictable. 
Yet it undoubtedly caught the elderly Soviet leadership entirely by surprise.

THE CORRELATION OF FORCES

Moscow became ever more optimistic about global transformation with 
the advent of détente. Though hard to credit, it did not rule out the introduc-
tion of Soviet-style socialism even in Italy and France. The “revolution of the 
carnations” gave false credence to such hopes even though it was effectively 
neutralized by West European social democracy. Ponomarev scolded the East 
Germans for saying “that today no revolutionary situation exists in any West 
European country. In the classical sense,” he insisted, “this is correct; but in 
some countries ‘there is something in the air.’” Much hinged upon the policy 
of Communist parties in their respective countries. Italy, Ponomarev insisted, 
“objectively had a great deal of infl ammable material. We have said to the Ital-
ian Communist Party: you stand on the threshold of important events; but so 
much depends on you.”3

The Kremlin blandly assumed that the capitalist world had no choice but 
to accept these new realities brought into play by the shift in the correlation 
of forces worldwide. It seriously underestimated the robustness of capitalism 
and failed to understand the weakness of its own position: the consequences 
of dismal economic growth that few at the top other than Kosygin understood. 
Looking back nostalgically, Andropov noted that “the 1970s were a time of far-
reaching growth in the power and infl uence of the socialist community. . . . 
Critical losses were suffered by imperialism in wide areas of the so-called Third 
World. The prosperity of the West has hitherto depended on control over the 
resources of the Third World. The revolutionary changes in Angola, Ethiopia, 
Nicaragua, and other countries—and these conditioned by objective factors—
were taken by Washington, and not without reason, to be a defeat for Ameri-
can policy.”4 It was all a matter of ideology. “It would be a mistake to seek an 
intelligent basis for this policy,” argues Colonel Vitaly Shlykov, then serving in 
the GRU.5
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AMERICOCENTRISM

The assumption that the shifting correlation of forces could not be halted 
let alone reversed lay behind the Soviet stance at SALT II. Moscow had failed 
to remove dual-capable US forward-based systems (FBS) under SALT I. These 
included F-111 fi ghter-bombers based across East Anglia in Britain with rein-
forcements in New Hampshire on the other side of the Atlantic (F-111A), having 
proven their deadly effectiveness in raids on North Vietnam, fl ying below radar 
level impervious to surface-to-air missiles. Dual-capable A-4s and A-6s could be 
launched from aircraft carriers in the Mediterranean and the Pacifi c. Soviet air 
defense had no means of dealing with these threats adequately.6 In advance of 
the Geneva round of SALT II (24 September–16 November 1973) Moscow de-
termined to remove FBS: “resolution must also be found for the question of the 
withdrawal of strategic, offensive means which, as a result of their geographical 
location, are capable of reaching the territory of the other side, and of the liq-
uidation of the corresponding bases on the territory of third countries.” On this 
view all FBS would go within fi ve years.7

This stance ignored the fact that these systems underwrote the security of 
NATO Europe; were Washington to dispose of them, in a limited war West-
ern Europe would face conventional superiority without suffi cient countervail-
ing force. Indeed, in 1977 Washington believed that “In Central Europe, the 
chance of NATO stopping a Warsaw Pact attack with minimal loss of territory 
and then achieving its full objective of recovering that land which had been lost 
appears remote at the present time.”8 Colonel General Danilevich at the Soviet 
General Staff freely acknowledges “that in the early 1970s the Soviet Union en-
joyed a signifi cant quantitative advantage in conventional forces over NATO.”9 
But it was not merely a matter of numbers. At the Voroshilov General Staff 
Academy the offi cer corps were comforted by the assertion “that Socialist coun-
tries are situated in a more advantageous position vis-à-vis Western countries” 
through occupying the heart of Eurasia. Moreover, the depth of NATO Europe 
was “limited to 400–800 km, while many . . . rear bases and important targets 
are located near the borders of Socialist countries.” “The most important weak-
ness of NATO,” Moscow emphasized, “is the separation of the European allies 
from their major ally, the United States, which constitutes the vital military and 
economic basis for the alliance. European NATO members are separated from 
the U.S. by the Atlantic Ocean, while naval supply routes to Europe, the Near 
East, and the Middle East are subject to direct threat.”10

Thus to West Europeans, deterrence purely from American soil was not en-
tirely credible, particularly if the United States negotiated away its superiority 
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in warheads to reestablish parity at SALT II. Psychologically and politically, 
therefore, conceding removal of FBS might reassure Moscow at the price of 
retreating from obligations assumed under Truman to counterbalance Soviet 
power in Europe. A report from Britain’s Joint Intelligence Committee on 
6 May 1974 pointed out that the “threat derives as much from Western inaction 
and divisions as from Soviet design; but we doubt whether these shortcomings 
will be remedied. We therefore foresee a period of danger in the immediate 
future and fear that the Soviet Union may signifi cantly improve its position in 
Europe in the period under review.”11

Moscow was invariably Americocentric. This Superpower conceit was rein-
forced by détente insofar as it pivoted on SALT and insofar as arms control was 
entirely a Soviet-American affair, lulling Moscow into overlooking the separate 
security concerns expressed in Western Europe, a tendency equally evident in 
Washington. Just as in 1945–47, the European response demonstrated its infl u-
ence over US policy to Moscow’s disadvantage. Western Europe was a subject 
and not merely an object of the Cold War. Moscow paid highly more than once 
for neglecting this fact.

NATO Europe was unsurprised by Washington’s position. Sir John Killick, 
Britain’s formidable ambassador to the United States, argued that

the familiar tendency to intellectual high-handedness in US policy, the con-
viction that the US Government is the best judge of the overall Western inter-
est and a corresponding inclination to take the Alliance for granted are no 
less real in the age of détente than in the age of confrontation. In the present 
circumstances it must be tempting for the Americans to square the Soviet 
Government in private in advance, without waiting to consult their Allies, in 
the hope of de-fusing possible disputes before they become tiresome. Taken 
with Dr Kissinger’s predilection for secret diplomacy, this can lead to bilateral 
understandings based on the American side on insuffi cient knowledge of the 
complications of the subject. With the best will in the world it then becomes 
bureaucratically diffi cult—and in the short term even important—to secure 
any change in the American position, involving as this must a potentially em-
barrassing reopening of the subject in question with the Russians.12

Not all were equally vulnerable, however. France enjoyed the luxury of being 
anti-American while living under US protection; and it, at least, had a handful 
of nuclear weapons to call its own. Not so Bonn. Having foresworn develop-
ment and possession of nuclear weapons in 1969, the West Germans depended 
entirely on Washington for security. The slightest hint that the United States 
was not wholly committed to their defense was bound to rekindle anxieties; and 
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Soviet attempts to remove US forces drew suffi cient draught into the cinders to 
set them ablaze.

BREZHNEV’S ILLNESS IMPAIRS DÉTENTE

Brezhnev’s sickness created a further problem. According to Kremlin doc-
tor Yevgeny Chazov, Andropov was the fi rst to be informed offi cially of the 
deterioration—in 1972; followed by Suslov; fi nally, from 1978, the remainder 
of the Politburo.13 Brezhnev had suffered a severe attack of angina in 1957.14 
He collapsed in mid-August 1968, the eve of the invasion of Czechoslovakia.15 
A further seizure occurred—which proved a turning point—immediately after 
the negotiations at Okeanskaya, Vladivostok, 23–24 November 1974.16 Brezhnev 
was then said to be working only a three-day week.17 Thereafter until the middle 
of February 1975, when he received the British Prime Minister, Brezhnev was 
absent from the Politburo.18 He met Harold Wilson only because of “a whole 
wave of rumors of various kinds” in the Western press. “Questions and talk of 
one kind or another also arose at home; people had to be reassured,” Brezhnev 
later told allies.19 Unable to meet Gierek and Honecker in mid-March, Brezh-
nev made excuses: “Nothing special was wrong with me,” he said, “simply ex-
haustion, ennervation, and the doctors began insisting on a certain period of 
rest. A genuine rest was unobtainable; it was interrupted by work . . . but all the 
same. . . . I had to refrain from trips, meetings, long sessions in the offi ce.”20

The abrupt removal of Shelepin from the leadership on 16 April 1975 sig-
naled the need to bolster Brezhnev’s policy, as the unprecedented intrusion 
of the Soviet ambassador to France into socialist policy on Portugal indicated. 
During the state dinner at Helsinki for signature of the Final Act of CSCE in 
August, Brezhnev had to leave during the fi rst course. Subsequently, at a meet-
ing scheduled with Genscher, conversation staggered forward. After only one 
hour Gromyko led Genscher into another room to explain that dinner was can-
celled because of Brezhnev’s deteriorating condition.21 Falin concluded that he 
must have had another heart attack.22 Head of the FCO East European and So-
viet department, Sir Bryan Cartledge, saw Brezhnev in Helsinki. He appeared 
“rather like a convalescent after a long illness.”23 In London “secret sources of 
particular sensitivity”24 confi rmed as much.

Thereafter Brezhnev’s capacity to concentrate diminished with progressive 
arteriosclerosis leading to onset of senile dementia, doubtless hastened by beta-
blockers taken to lower blood pressure for relief of the heart.25 Growing de-
pendence on sleeping pills made matters worse. Even removal of Brezhnev’s 
personal nurse failed to staunch the stream of opiates now cadged from friends 
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and colleagues. And when he then forgot to turn on his hearing aid the result 
was disastrous. Concealment at meetings with foreign statesmen proved impos-
sible. President Giscard d’Éstaing had already noticed the problem in 1974,26 as 
had Gierek, who was on fi rst-name terms.27 Thereafter Politburo meetings on 
Thursdays lasted no more than one and a half hours at most.28

A TROIKA EMERGES

Kornienko, fi rst deputy to Gromyko, asked Alexandrov-Agentov whether 
Brezhnev intended retiring at the Twenty-fi fth Party Congress. He responded 
by pointing at the telephone (which normally contained a secret listening de-
vice), giving Kornienko to understand that such matters were not to be aired 
out loud.29 In 1977 Foreign Secretary David Owen visited the Kremlin. His 
interpreter30 was taken to one side by Alexandrov-Agentov, who bluntly asked 
that Owen ignore anything the General Secretary had to say.31 The culminat-
ing point occurred during negotiations with the Americans not long before his 
death in 1982, when Brezhnev eventually turned up, read the prepared text with 
diffi culty and promptly fell silent. To the amazement of all he turned to his as-
sistant and asked out loud: “Have I read it all correctly?”32

Although decisions still required Brezhnev’s assent, the substance of power 
tacitly passed to a troika: Andropov, Gromyko, and Ustinov, who met in the 
orekhovaya room (paneled in walnut) where the entire Politburo foregathered 
on Thursdays.33 “They had at their disposal the kind of information and intel-
ligence of which the other members of the Politburo knew nothing.”34 More 
precisely, Brochure No. 1 from the fourth department of the KGB’s sixteenth 
directorate, now responsible for analyzing foreign decrypts, went only to Brezh-
nev, Andropov, Gromyko, Kirilenko, Suslov, and Ustinov.35

“A range of questions were in general beyond the control of the Politburo. 
Certain organizations, departments, parts of the country, and individuals were, 
so to say, untouchable, beyond criticism,”36 Gromyko recalled. Of the three, 
Andropov, though cautious, was the more dynamic but also the greater funda-
mentalist. More pragmatic, Gromyko could also be too rigid, and advancing 
old age made him more cautious than ever. Dmitrii (“Dima”) Ustinov, who 
became Defense Minister on Grechko’s death (26 April 1976), Alexandrov-
Agentov notes, “was far and away tougher and more resolute.”37

A missile engineer, Khrushchev’s son highlighted Ustinov as “one of the fa-
thers of missile technology” whose authority was “of enormous weight.” Brezh-
nev and Ustinov came to know one another soon after the war when Brezhnev 
was secretary of the Dnepropetrovsk regional Party committee and Ustinov 
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was minister for armaments. He drove forward war production relentlessly 
and thereafter pioneered the development of missile technology.38 Their paths 
crossed frequently through the late 1950s and after Brezhnev succeeded Kozlov, 
following the second secretary’s heart attack, on 22 June 1963 and reacquired 
responsibility for the defense industries. “Business-like and purposeful, Ustinov 
subjected Brezhnev, known for his pliant character, to his will. Everyone knew 
of this.”39

Ustinov had overseen defense industries as a Central Committee secretary 
from 26 March 196540 until, after joining the Politburo on 5 March 1976, fi -
nally he became defense minister. Although initially benefi ting from his power 
over the military-industrial sector, which meant he could ruthlessly cut through 
red tape, by 1982 Ustinov had fallen out with the man he selected as Chief 
of the General Staff, Nikolai Ogarkov, with whom there had been an initial 
honeymoon.41 His immediate subordinates—at what became “the center of the 
 military-industrial complex”42—then found little to respect in a man past his 
peak; though unrivaled on technological matters, he wasted inordinate amounts 
of time at lengthy meetings. Moreover, when any specifi cally military question 
arose, “it was a problem for him.”43 Something of a political dinosaur from 
Stalinist times, and without the status of military command, he was incapable 
of meriting the kind of respect granted Grechko.

The troika reinforced tight interdependence between the KGB, the Foreign 
Ministry, the Ministry of Defense, the General Staff, and the Military-Industrial 
Committee of the Council of Ministers (VPK). The latter, set up in the early 
fi fties, had mainly “to keep an eye on foreign defense technologies using our re-
search institutes, design bureaus, etc., and make sure that our domestic weapon 
systems are at least as advanced as theirs.” It determined the procurement bud-
get and oversaw pilot projects. But it was not supposed “to manage the actual 
production process.” In turn, the Central Committee Defense Sector oversaw 
the VPK. “They were our bosses,” the former deputy director of the VPK recalls. 
They “dealt with individual items.” And “they had more authority and none 
of the responsibilities.”44 The system made any policy change threatening to 
unravel the interdependence between interested institutions entirely impracti-
cable. Meetings of the “fi ve,” attended by fi rst deputy ministers on questions of 
exceptional importance came under the direct responsibility of the First Deputy 
Chief of the General Staff.45 This did not mean state control over the Party, how-
ever, since the latter pervaded all departments through Party cells in each sector. 
Moreover, Brezhnev chaired the Defense Council that effectively made the fi -
nal decisions, and he was served by the Military-Industrial Sector of the Central 
Committee apparatus. But in this case the chair was vacant much of the time.
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At Okeanskaya near Vladivostok on 23–24 November 1974, just before a se-
vere heart attack, Brezhnev stretched consensus on arms control to breaking 
point in agreeing a compromise for SALT II with Ford. Prior to this, Semyonov 
insisted on the inclusion of FBS under SALT II. Brezhnev agreed to drop this 
demand.46 This appears to have raised a furor in Moscow. According to Kor-
nienko, Grechko protested against the compromise agreed by Brezhnev and 
had Podgorny weigh in on his side; but Brezhnev wheeled in support from 
Kosygin, Ustinov, and Andropov.47 It did not end there, however. CIA picked 
up a rumor deemed plausible that “at a Politburo meeting preceding a Central 
Committee plenum in December 1974, Suslov and Shelepin sharply criticised 
Brezhnev’s handling of Soviet-US relations.” Moreover Suslov “is said to have 
charged Brezhnev during this period with having exceeded Politburo instruc-
tions for negotiating on SALT at Vladivostok in November 1974.”48 And when 
talks renewed at Geneva on 1 February 1975, Semyonov’s full draft treaty “took 
extreme positions incorporating every past Soviet contention and some new 
ones too: limiting our Trident submarines, making FBS an automatic part of 
future SALT negotiations, and others.”49 This was the fi rst sign that what Brezh-
nev said was not the fi nal word. Moscow also went ahead with a phased array 
radar at Krasnoyarsk in Siberia. “The establishment of a phased array radar 
system in Krasnoyarsk does in fact contradict article 6b of the ABM treaty,” dep-
uty head of the Military-Industrial Sector of the Central Committee apparatus 
Vitaly Kataev acknowledged later.50

Decisions worked against the grain of détente even while policy remained 
formally unchanged. The system of fi ve originally established to advance the 
cause of détente, notably through arms control, by creating and sustaining a 
tight political grip over weapons building, turned into a system by which the 
military and allies in industry maintained a stranglehold over policy by veto-
ing developments favorable to détente. This was a natural development once 
force planning was integrated with arms control strategy. From being diplomats 
suspicious of military reasoning, Americanists (Gromyko and deputy ministers 
Viktor Komplektov and Kornienko) transmuted into negotiators fronting for the 
military. Deployment of the SS-20 missile (the RSD-10, or Pioner) epitomized 
this Faustian bargain.

THE SS-20 CRISIS

“I am against the [arms] race,” Brezhnev told advisers at a meeting on 
16 December 1975, “this much goes without saying, in all sincerity. But when 
the Americans talk about building up, the Ministry of Defense says to me that 
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they cannot therefore guarantee our security. And I am chairman of the De-
fense Council. How can that be? Give them 140 or 156 million? The Ameri-
cans are crafty; they say that these missiles are not strategic, yet they have the 
advantages given by geography.”51 Ivan Serbin, head of the Central Commit-
tee’s Military-Industrial Sector, argued in 1975 that “the fundamental means by 
which strategic missile weapons will develop in the future is by qualitative im-
provement and, above all, the accuracy of targeting and the effectiveness of the 
military equipment.” Moscow also expected Washington “to raise signifi cantly 
the quality of military equipment . . . and by these means partly compensate 
for the quantitative superiority of the total usable capability of the USSR’s mis-
siles.” Soviet design bureaux had exhausted their technical lead in warheads 
and had fallen seriously behind in the ratio between the power of a warhead 
and its weight. To make up the distance with Washington required fundamen-
tal research and concentrated effort across a range of requirements.52

The decision on the SS-20 was thus taken against a background of perceived 
relative weakness exacerbated by uncertainty over the removal of FBS under 
SALT II. Schmidt later asked Gorbachev why the decision had been taken. 
“That was never decided in the Politburo,” he replied. “The old man did that 
on his own with the army.” Schmidt was unclear whether this was because 
it was thought too unimportant or too important.53 It also indicated Ustinov’s 
extraordinary infl uence over Brezhnev. Ustinov was “inordinately proud” of the 
deployment.54 “The decision to deploy the SS-20s was made in total secrecy,” 
recalls Nikolai Leonov, chief analyst at the KGB. “Even our intelligence didn’t 
know about it. The military-industrial complex was out of control, including 
the army. We in intelligence learnt about it from American sources.”55 Kataev 
recalls that, as with the Krasnoyarsk radar, the SS-20 decision was made in a 
small circle.56 It had Gromyko’s blessing, however.57 It enhanced the ability to 
bargain over FBS.

The SS-20 (RSD-10) originated with the Nadiradze construction bureau in 
1971. Since it was based on the mobile SS-16 (Temp-2) ICBM, which was dis-
continued, it made rapid progress.58 Testing began at Kapustin Yar on 21 Sep-
tember 1974.59 Even before testing had been completed, it went into serial pro-
duction at Votkinsk near Kazan’ in Siberia.60 The fi rst were commissioned on 11 
March 1976, combat ready on 30 August.61 On December 1976 NATO defense 
ministers pronounced on the dangers they presented.62 Deployment allowed 
Moscow to redeploy heavy ICBMs hitherto targeting Western Europe to other 
tasks and to retire R-12s (SS-4s) and R-14s (SS-5s) from the force. Three divi-
sions were based in Byelorussia; three in the Ukraine; and four more beyond 
the Urals.63 The speed, accuracy, and maneuverability of the mobile SS-20 
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permitted Moscow to deliver timely blows at targets in Western Europe and the 
Far East, in the words of General Valentin Varennikov.64

It is not clear whether the emergence of the SS-20 gave rise to doctrinal 
rethinking or vice versa. But that such rethinking accompanied the mass de-
ployment of the SS-20 is a fact. Lieutenant General Batenin, who worked 
for Akhromeyev when the latter was Chief of the Main Operations Director-
ate at the General Staff and then as First Deputy Chief of the General Staff 
under Ogarkov from January 1977, said, “The SS-20 was being deployed and 
Danilevich and others in his collective [within the Main Operations Direc-
torate] were developing concepts.”65 These concepts led to the writing of a 
three- volume Strategy of Deep Operations (Global and Theater) published in a 
closed edition between 1977 and 1986. This work completely transformed the 
periodization of war according to principles not unlike the staged escalation in 
the US doctrine of fl exible response. “I believe the SS-20 made it possible, that 
the SS-20 created the environment in which strategists could think about war 
on such a large scale,” Batenin recalls. “Under the roof of the SS-20 it was pos-
sible to think about deep operations.”66 Indeed, Danilevich saw the SS-20 as “a 
breakthrough, unlike anything the Americans had. We were immediately able 
to hold all of Europe hostage.”67 The shift from massive retaliation to extended 
conventional war and then limited nuclear war had been blocked by Grechko, 
who disliked it, as did Marshal Vladimir Tolubko in charge of strategic missile 
forces.68 The move toward the new strategy was thus gradual but assured by 
Ustinov’s appointment and that of Ogarkov, who was, according to Batenin, his 
deputy, “very actively” fostering this new line.69 Flexible response was thus seen 
in terms of “dosage” strikes.70 Moreover, and on this Danilevich is adamant: 
“At some point in the 1970s there were offensive, as well as defensive plans, 
i.e., a pre-emptive strike” against NATO.71 Danilevich tells us that such plan-
ning took place strictly within the General Staff Main Operations Directorate. 
Major commands and institutes were not consulted. As for the Politburo and 
Central Committee, “they had no idea of what we were doing.”72

Not surprisingly, deployment raised a specter that caused particular alarm in 
Bonn, whose relations with Washington had reached their nadir. Relations with 
Jimmy Carter were worse than between any chancellor and US president since 
the war. Schmidt “the lip,” whose reputation in the United States was high, 
had all but openly backed Ford for election in statements published during 
the summer of 1976.73 At the height of campaigning vice presidential candidate 
Walter Mondale fretted at the impact of his outspokenness.74 And for the fi rst 
few weeks in offi ce, no one dared even to mention Bonn in the presence of 
Polish-born National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski.75
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Carter held to a fi rm stance on human rights in criticizing Moscow. This 
inevitably made matters worse for Schmidt, threatening arrangements for the 
repatriation of Germans living in the East.76 The new line was an easy com-
promise: between the new White House chief of staff Hamilton Jordan, who 
had marched with Martin Luther King, and Brzezinski, ably assisted by former 
student Colonel William Odom.77 Schmidt and Brezhnev thus found com-
mon ground. In an indiscreet letter to Brezhnev on 2 June 1977 Schmidt went 
so far as to boast that at the London summit Carter had been convinced of 
how “unwise” and “unrealistic” it was to raise human rights issues in absolute 
terms.78

Even greater complications arose because Carter was anxious to secure 
genuine nuclear disarmament. Since Bonn’s security rested on the US nuclear 
deterrent, the new line was bound to arouse anxieties. These coincided with 
opposition to détente within the United States. Aside from the ABM provisions, 
SALT marked an agreement only temporary in nature, covering the number 
of missiles (and bombers) arrayed against each side, that left Moscow with a 
numerical advantage at intercontinental level. It was unlikely that this Soviet 
advantage could be expected to continue, however. The military on each side 
looked less at the advantages particular to its own force structure and instead 
focused on the unique opportunities afforded the adversary.

A radical and unattractive offer on SALT II made by Secretary of State Cyrus 
Vance in Moscow during April 1977 met with consternation. It came out of 
Presidential Directive NSC-7 of 23 March 1977. Moscow claimed that it was a 
complete revision of the understandings reached at Okeanskaya, to which the 
Russians had now become attached. Strong objection was raised against the 
“demagogic and provocative campaign by the US on human rights.”79 Carter 
had no comprehension that combining both was unwise.80 But press spokes-
man Jody Powell took the view that backing the cause of dissent in the USSR—
pressed not only by the Republican right but also by Democrat Senator Henry 
“Scoop” Jackson—outfl anked conservative criticism of arms control and dis-
armament. Moreover, Jordan noted in June 1977, “To challenge the Soviets is 
‘conservative.”’81

The abrupt shift in US policy therefore met with uncomprehending hostility 
in Moscow, no less than in Bonn. Yet, for all the rhetorical fallout, both sides 
continued negotiating SALT II. Moscow was anxious lest the United States 
deploy cruise missiles.82 NATO Europe was in turn anxious lest Washington 
forego the opportunity to modernize the theater nuclear arsenal to win a second 
SALT treaty. On 28 May Bonn was reassured that cruise missiles were indeed 
viewed in Washington as “an essential counter to the Soviet medium-range 
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 capability” that could prove signifi cant were there negotiations on the “gray 
zone” of nuclear weapons systems.83

At NATO’s Nuclear Planning Group meeting in Ottawa on 8–9 June 1977, 
US Secretary of Defense Harold Brown broke the news that fi ve SS-20s were 
now deployed (two in the western USSR). Nevertheless he asked all to bear in 
mind that cruise missiles could become “a critical factor” in respect of SALT II: 
“In this case, the military benefi ts [from their deployment in Europe] had to 
be weighed against the SALT side [of the equation].” This came as a shock to 
the allies. Brown, indeed, acknowledged “concern at the possible splintering 
of political interests within the alliance on account of underlying geostrategic 
positions.”84 But this meant little if Washington was bent on sacrifi cing cruise 
to obtain SALT II. For its part Bonn had little reason to trust Brown. Thus to 
complicate his position, a counterweight was sought in the State Department.

Genscher expressed his concerns to Vance on 4 July. He reinforced Defense 
Minister Georg Leber’s comments to Brown concerning the “vital interests” of 
NATO Europe. By negotiating on cruise, Washington was opening up FBS for 
trading. On this view nothing should be conceded that affected the nuclear bal-
ance at the regional level. In particular, any limitation below the range of 1,500 
kilometers “was unacceptable to the Federal Government,” and any limitation 
had to be balanced against Soviet medium-range missile capabilities. Other-
wise there was a real possibility that “a wedge could be driven into the alliance” 
(zum anderen könnte sie in der Cruise-Missile-Frage eine Chance sehen, einen 
Keil in die Allianz zu treiben).85

At the Petrignani group of European experts on SALT in Brussels, where 
the issue of cruise was debated once more on 12 July, the British reiterated 
the concerns of Leber lest the fate of cruise split the alliance should Wash-
ington sacrifi ce deployment in Europe to obtain cuts in Soviet ICBMs.86 And 
Bonn was not about to be fobbed off with patronizing platitudes, however well 
meant. The suggestion subsequently offered by Assistant Secretary of State for 
Politico-Military Affairs Leslie Gelb that the issue of cruise missiles was “more a 
psychological and less a military resource” was not even dignifi ed by comment 
from Bonn.87 When, however, Gelb subsequently repeated the point and told 
the Germans that Cruise would not appear in the SALT II agreement proper 
but in an additional protocol, he was bluntly “corrected” and had the military 
rationale explained to him.88

In late September and then mid-October Gromyko fi nally met Carter. Gro-
myko complained that US policy was contradictory. Anxious to appease, Carter 
showed eagerness to compromise: he agreed to the inclusion of air-launched 
cruise missiles (ALCMs) with a range of over 600 kilometers and undertook not 
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to limit heavy Soviet missiles. These missiles were of major concern to Mos-
cow. Cruise missiles fl ew below line-of-horizon radar and, though relatively 
slow compared with ballistic missiles, it was extremely hard to see them com-
ing. And Soviet air defense had been shown by US bombardment of Hanoi in 
the early 1970s to be incapable of successfully coping with low-fl ying aircraft 
such as the F-111, let alone missiles.89

Gromyko thus left Washington delighted, though doubts remained concern-
ing “the fi erce struggle on the concrete substance of the new treaty.”90 The 
compromise obtained was, however, bound to throw NATO into disarray. The 
argument repeated from Washington was that what mattered was the global 
balance, not a regional or theater balance. Yet Moscow was planning for limited 
war. Crucially, Brezhnev’s letter to Schmidt of 26 October attacking proposals 
for a US neutron bomb in Western Europe—designed to overcome massed So-
viet tanks—was predicated on the possibility of limited war.91 “By 1979,” Dani-
levich recalls, “the General Staff began to contemplate the possibility of limited 
nuclear use or of limited nuclear war.”92 Moreover, until the early eighties the 
General Staff still assumed that the USSR’s vast expanse guaranteed survivabil-
ity in a nuclear war.93

Just two days after receiving Brezhnev’s letter, on 28 October 1977 Schmidt 
went public at the Institute for Strategic Studies in London. Usually his speeches 
were carefully prepared with his subordinates. But on this occasion, he recalls, 
“I was seething; I spoke freely.”94 The problem was an additional, emerging 
imbalance of nuclear power in Europe: “Strategic arms limitation confi ned to 
the United States and the Soviet Union,” he emphasized, “will inevitably im-
pair the security of the West European members of the Alliance vis-à-vis Soviet 
military superiority in Europe if we do not succeed in removing the disparities 
of military power in Europe parallel to the SALT negotiations.”95

One reason for hardening attitudes was growing recognition that Moscow 
had no need to enhance military superiority in Europe. One senior Soviet dip-
lomat was certain in his own mind “that our extraordinary military potential 
in Europe is politically unjustifi ed.”96 Schmidt said later: “These new Soviet 
medium-range missiles were perfectly suited to upset the military balance; most 
of them were aimed at West Germany. . . . Probably nothing would have hap-
pened under Brezhnev. He was actually afraid of war, I knew that. But I realized 
that things might look different later on, under another Soviet leadership. . . . I 
also gave some thought to how an American administration would react if only 
Germans were at risk.”97 Schmidt told the Federal Security Council that from 
the safety of their own territory Moscow and Washington maintained a balance 
of power, neutralizing each other’s capability. Clearly with SALT II those in 

Haslam, Jonathan. Russia's Cold War : From the October Revolution to the Fall of the Wall, Yale University Press,
         2011. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=3420662.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-28 01:18:18.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

1.
 Y

al
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



308 Détente Fails

Washington and Moscow “can sleep more quietly,” but in Europe existing dis-
parities were worsening. “The danger grows that Europe is decoupled from the 
USA-USSR sanctuary.”98

Leber demanded suitable compensation for Soviet superiority in medium-
range nuclear forces. But Washington was unconvinced. A hard-nosed scientist 
and practitioner but not a natural communicator and certainly no politician, 
Brown coolly took the view that Bonn need not worry given US nuclear superi-
ority overall.99 Any separation of the balance in the European theater from the 
global balance was thus artifi cial. Though technically true, this lofty apprecia-
tion was more easily maintained on the distant American continent than across 
the broad Atlantic. It was unsustainable politically, given Bonn’s dependence 
upon Washington for its security against the Moscow; and the fact that, in over-
looking European defense requirements, Russia sought predominance on the 
continent to counterbalance the United States globally. This was the very same 
problem that sparked the Cold War: Soviet assertion of the right to hold the 
balance of Europe, if not to prevail entirely.

From the embassy in Bonn, ambassador Falin conveyed concerns to Mos-
cow. But Gromyko was not listening. When Schmidt proposed that the number 
of SS-20s be limited to those actually replacing the SS-4 and SS-5s, Moscow did 
not reply. “Our attempts to persuade Brezhnev to react positively had no re-
sult,” Falin recalls. “Brezhnev said: persuade Gromyko; I agree in advance. But 
persuading Gromyko was impossible.”100 Schmidt also claimed that in 1979–80 
Brezhnev made an attempt to cut SS-20 deployments but no longer had the 
power to do so.101 Brzezinski remembered “being somewhat startled when 
Chancellor Schmidt started making a big issue out of the SS-20s, but then I 
came to realize that in a sense he was right: namely that the SS-20, while perhaps 
not a decisive military weapon, posed the risk of decoupling Europe’s security 
from America’s.”102 Schmidt was nevertheless convinced that Washington “still 
didn’t push the Soviets strongly enough. . . . I remember Soviet Prime Minister 
Kosygin with undisguised triumph said, ‘The Americans aren’t mentioning the 
SS-20s at all. So you’re completely isolated.”’103

Indeed, not until 1979 was Washington fully convinced that it faced a serious 
problem. A memorandum from Brown and Vance to Carter on 9 May 1979 
outlined Schmidt’s concerns. The recommendation resulting was deployment 
of Pershing II or Cruise missiles in Europe or a combination of both. NATO’s 
High Level Group looking into the issue had independently concluded as 
much. Bonn insisted that all share the burdens of deployment equally for obvi-
ous reasons: opposition within the SPD. “Each Ally confronts major political 
problems, both domestically and vis-a-vis the Soviet Union. Nuclear issues pro-
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voke strong reactions among European publics. The certain Soviet propaganda 
campaign against deployments will fi nd resonance in many countries because 
of this, and because of interest in protecting détente.” Failure to follow through 
was spelled out in strong terms: “doubts” about “US political will and commit-
ment to European security” would increase. “The ultimate outcome could be 
a weakened NATO and a Western Europe more independent of the United 
States.” It would also harm the likelihood of SALT II ratifi cation.104

Naturally, had Schmidt convinced Moscow to withdraw deployments, none 
of this would have been necessary. For long he remained convinced that Ogar-
kov led hard-line opposition to concessions.105 Yet this was plausible only as 
long as Ogarkov held command. An offi cer with a good reputation intellectu-
ally as well as operationally, Ogarkov had taken up the post in January 1977 
but he soon came into confl ict with Ustinov.106 Varennikov recalls that fi ghting 
started when Ogarkov repeatedly appealed over Ustinov’s head, and he did so 
because Ustinov ignored advice offered by the General Staff.107

The impression that the blockage over the SS-20 was attributable solely 
or even largely to Ogarkov was inaccurate. A colleague told senior diplomat 
Adamishin: “Schmidt warned us: let us talk about the SS-20, when they were 
only beginning to be deployed; enter into talks; do not act unilaterally.” In-
stead Moscow sent him away empty-handed. But it was Gromyko who held 
the decisive word.108 And it was most unlikely that grandfather of all nuclear 
weapons systems Ustinov would willingly ignore pressures from the defense 
sector to sustain deployment. Moreover, the assumption that the Chief of the 
General Staff alone held a veto over defense policy oversimplifi ed the situation. 
It seriously underestimated other interests: the level of inertia prevalent within 
the Brezhnev regime; the true extent and depths of Gromyko’s “absurd, stupid 
stubbornness”;109 as well as the fi rm axis established since SALT between For-
eign Ministry Americanists and the heads of the military-industrial sector. Re-
spect for the military at Smolenskaya was deep-seated and diffi cult to dislodge 
later, when Shevardnadze took control. Kovalev, Deputy Foreign Minister and 
head of policy planning, recalls that “in the Ministry of Defense and especially 
in the General Staff there were educated people staunchly defending positions 
that, as they believed, had to be defended.”110

One illustration of the manner in which the military could operate without 
interference can be found in Brezhnev’s speech at Tula on 18 January 1977. 
Even his speechwriters were at a loss to explain the source of Brezhnev’s renun-
ciation of military superiority.111 In these circumstances, too much was made 
of it in the West by those concerned to show how Russian military doctrine 
mirror-imaged our own. Odom recalls: “Gorbachev took pains to say that the 
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change [in military doctrine] occurred only in 1986 at the Twenty-seventh Party 
Congress, and even then the language was ambiguous. According to several 
former senior Soviet offi cers whom I interviewed in June and July 1995, it did 
not change in reality even then because they still believed that like Brezhnev, 
Gorbachev was merely trying to mislead the imperialist powers.”112

Furthermore, from a handful of SS-20s, Moscow stubbornly proceeded with 
mass deployment. This was, after all, a core element within the new plan-
ning for limited war options within the General Staff. Simultaneously Russia 
sought to sustain conventional military superiority and rid itself of the neutron 
bomb.113 In mid-December 1977 the Politburo took a decision to put into ef-
fect additional active measures for the launching of a protest campaign against 
the determination of the US administration to produce the neutron bomb and 
deploy it in Western Europe. “[With] this aim in mind,” Moscow informed its 
allies, “appropriate steps are being made at the present time, such as the use of 
Party links as well as via non-Party organizations [the Red Cross, the UN Asso-
ciation, the World Peace Committee, etc.]. All these manifestations are an im-
portant factor in the struggle against the arms race, in preventing the creation 
of new varieties and types of weapons of mass destruction. However, one must 
recognize that we are now at a turning point. The provision of the US Army 
with the neutron bomb and its deployment in Western Europe has created a 
new and quite dangerous situation.”114

Moscow succeeded, while Carter and Schmidt played a mutually destruc-
tive game of pass the parcel. Carter emphasized to increasingly baffl ed and 
demoralized subordinates that “he did not wish the world to think of him as 
an ogre.”115 On 26 March 1978, having failed to obtain ever more explicit state-
ments from his allies backing deployment and in the face of the highly effective 
Soviet-organized campaign against the weapon, Carter “said, in effect, that he 
did not wish to go through with it; that he had a queasy feeling about the whole 
thing; that his Administration would be stamped forever as the Administration 
which introduced bombs that kill people but leave buildings intact; and that he 
would like to fi nd a graceful way out.”116 Carter then decided in April to post-
pone deployment sine die, which effectively undercut Schmidt and buttressed 
opposition from the left within the SPD, which had secured rejection of the 
neutron bomb at the party congress in Hamburg.

Bonn thus remained exposed to Warsaw Pact military predominance: most 
notably a two-to-one advantage in the number of tanks (61,084 to 30, 692), for 
which the neutron bomb had been seen as an effective antidote.117 During his 
visit in May, Brezhnev was told by Schmidt that the West could not put up with 
ever more SS-20s deployed118 and was persuaded into countersigning a state-
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ment underlining the importance of sustaining the existing military balance. 
Nevertheless, continued deployment rendered the statement worthless. One 
year after the Bonn declaration a further 50 missile systems (150 warheads inde-
pendently targeted) took to the fi eld.119

Moscow had every reason to celebrate. Not only was deployment of the neu-
tron bomb averted but the president’s “standing in the alliance received a strong 
blow.”120 The Russians nevertheless grumbled that “those circles within the 
USA that are opposing détente” were primarily responsible for the “zigzags and 
lack of resolution” in the administration’s Soviet policy.121 By mid-June 1978 
Moscow recognized that in the divided US administration those advocating a 
“hardening” of policy toward the Soviet Union now predominated.122

In the face of this, continued Kremlin complacency was partly attributable 
to diffi culties Schmidt faced seeking domestic support for rearmament. Herbert 
Wehner, SPD Chairman, friend of Honecker, and a pro-Soviet ex-communist, 
argued forcefully that it was more important to sustain détente against oppo-
sition.123 The two chief veterans of détente, Brandt and Bahr, took a similar 
stance, though with greater circumspection. The battle joined thus jeopardized 
the future of the ruling SPD-FPD coalition, not least because Schmidt could 
also never be sure that Genscher (FPD) would stand loyally behind him if an 
advantage were to be had elsewhere.124 Genscher did, after all, subsequently 
serve as Kohl’s foreign minister in alliance with the CDU.

The success of the KGB’s neutron bomb campaign promised to repeat 
 itself—and on a greater scale with even more momentous consequences. 
 Anxieties thus grew in Bonn. It sought deployment of the extended-range Per-
shing II, which could directly threaten Soviet territory not as a bilateral arrange-
ment but multilaterally within NATO. Widening the compass of deployment 
to take in countries such as Belgium, the Netherlands, and Denmark naturally 
required considerable effort at persuasion from Washington. Brown, for one, 
would not risk another neutron bomb fi asco, brusquely insisting no decision be 
taken on Pershing II production until deployment was fi rmly agreed by all.125

At the Guadeloupe economic summit in January 1979 Schmidt secured 
agreement from Carter, Giscard d’Éstaing, and Prime Minister Callaghan for 
a dual-track solution: threatened deployment of new systems to counter the 
SS-20 combined with a deadline for agreed withdrawal through negotiation. 
In February Leber’s successor Hans Apel discussed deployment with Brown. 
At the end of April the High Level Group ironed out technical details during 
a marathon twenty-fi ve-day stay at a country club in Florida. Meanwhile the 
number of SS-20s multiplied as the dual-track decision moved to the top of the 
agenda on 12 December.
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Schmidt made an abortive attempt to halt deployment when, in the summer 
of 1979, he stopped off in Moscow en route to Tokyo. At the airport he asked 
Kosygin that the numbers of SS-20s deployed be limited to the existing number 
of SS-4s and SS-5s or, if possible, to a lesser number given their superior charac-
teristics. Kosygin suggested the Politburo think about this. Normally anything 
he proposed was dismissed by Brezhnev. On this occasion an uneasy silence 
ensued. Ustinov then broke in protesting on the grounds that it required reveal-
ing plans to NATO. At which point Brezhnev, bewildered, turned to Gromyko, 
who kept his counsel, and not merely to avoid a clash with Ustinov.126 Detinov, 
long a key fi gure in missile building, also recalls Ustinov’s resistance at the Po-
litburo to Schmidt’s idea.127 The proposal thus proved stillborn. Schmidt met 
Ustinov and Ogarkov together on another visit to Moscow at the end of June 
1980 in a last, desperate bid to halt further deployments.128 To no avail: by Octo-
ber 1985 there were 243 deployed in Europe alone, each with three warheads.129 
Not until 1987 were the new plans for war attainable.130

Advice within Moscow from those who knew the West was ignored through-
out from the mid 1950s. After the death of Stalin, Donald Maclean had settled 
in Moscow. Here he worked at the Institute of World Economy and Inter-
national Relations initially under the name of Mark Petrovich Fraser—where 
he published on European security issues and on the EEC, under nom de 
plume Madzoevskii. He also defended dissentients in letters to Andropov, in-
cluding Zhores Medvedev and Vladimir Bukovsky; and later young research 
workers who had fallen foul of the rules.131 He warned that the SS-20 deploy-
ment was a mistake since it was certain to provoke US deployments in Western 
Europe, which would place the USSR in an even more disadvantageous posi-
tion.132 Such unsolicited advice was unwelcome, however. Deployment thus 
continued unhampered, and with it the underpinnings of détente steadily and 
predictably gave way.

ENTANGLED IN AFRICA

A further problem was the wave of Soviet-backed revolutions across the Third 
World following Vietnam. “An array of national revolutionary parties and move-
ments are moving close to Marxist-Leninist positions,” hailed Ponomarev on 
20 October 1976.133 This was the fi nal campaign of the other Cold War.

Ponomarev’s International Department was thus caught up in a spirit of 
“Third World optimism,” which prompted “actions that were not thought 
through, major blunders even; though not entirely without reasonable cause. 
Part of the Party-government leadership still sustained an exaggerated impres-
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sion of the potential of developing countries, of the incompatibility of their 
interests with the interests of the West, of the ability of the Soviet Union to draw 
some of them not just into its political but also its ideological orbit and, one 
could say, encircle the United States and its allies from the rear. An underes-
timation, to boot, of the readiness of the West to make a resolute defense of its 
positions in this world (and the decision of the developing countries themselves 
to defi ne their own policies).”134 Ponomarev’s deputy Brutents adds: “In the sec-
ond half and especially toward the end of the 1970s the weight of the military in 
the formation and conduct of our ‘Third World’ policy grew. The Soviet bid for 
a global presence, reinforced by the acquisition of strategic parity, facilitated by 
the possibilities of moving our forces great distances, by the construction and 
appearance on the open sea of ‘the great fl eet,’ required the creation of strong 
points in various regions of the world.”135

The initial focal point had occurred in Angola. Next came Ethiopia and 
Nicaragua. The military lobby had unusual strength, Brutents recalls. “At that 
time in a range of instances—although certainly not always—the approach of 
the military, their leadership, Ustinov for example, was tougher, made it easier 
for us more and more to be drawn in, if not locked in.”136 Indeed, military aid 
between 1955 and 1984 is estimated at around $85 billion; more than half was 
rendered from 1978 to 1984, accelerating the collapse of détente. Similarly the 
number of countries with more than one hundred military advisers doubled 
between 1975 and 1983. Some three-quarters of arms sales from 1978 to 1982 
were exports for hard currency from the Middle East. And of the thirteen states 
almost totally dependent upon Moscow for weaponry, six provided extensive 
facilities for Soviet naval deployments, military aircraft, or signals intelligence: 
Vietnam, Cuba, Ethiopia, South Yemen, Syria, and Angola.137

The wars and civil wars that drew Soviet attention had their indigenous roots. 
The African view of the Ethiopian confl ict with Somalia refl ected the stance 
of the Organisation of African Unity circa 1964 that colonial borders, however 
badly drawn, should prevail. In siding with Ethiopia, Moscow was therefore 
safely with majority opinion. The fact that large numbers of Somalis lived in 
the Ogaden region of Ethiopia as a result of the Italo-Ethiopian treaty of 1908 
nevertheless encouraged the Somali government into an irredentist war. On 
the same grounds the Somalis also claimed a section of northern Kenya.

Confl ict between Ethiopia and Somalia, both now under radical military 
rule, had been simmering since 1964 with intermittent frontier incidents. Both 
had frequently called on Moscow to mediate, more recently in November 
1976. Brezhnev had pleaded with the Somali dictator to avoid exacerbating 
the situation, but nothing came of this initiative.138 On 3 February 1977 the 

Haslam, Jonathan. Russia's Cold War : From the October Revolution to the Fall of the Wall, Yale University Press,
         2011. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=3420662.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-28 01:18:18.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

1.
 Y

al
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



314 Détente Fails

 revolutionary element in the ruling offi cer corps in Ethiopia had seized power 
from their more conservative colleagues. This convinced Castro that they were 
serious about socialism: it was, he said later, “a turning point.”139 Five days later, 
deprived of US arms supplies in view of the radicalization of the country, Men-
gistu Haile Miriam, the dominant fi gure in the military regime in Addis Ababa, 
asked José Peres Novoa, the Cuban ambassador, for military aid.140

Eager to displace Soviet infl uence in Mogadishu, Washington approached 
Somalia. Castro visited both countries. He was convinced “that there was a real 
revolution taking place in Ethiopia. In this former empire, lands were being 
distributed to the peasants.” There was “also a strong mass movement,” and 
the military leadership that had seized power from Emperor Haile Selassie was 
“considering creating a party. There is a harsh class struggle against the feu-
dalists in the country,” he added. “The petit bourgeois Powers are mobilizing 
against the Revolution. A strong separatist movement exists in Eritrea. Threats 
are coming from the Sudan, while Somalia claims 50 percent of Ethiopia’s 
territory.” Miriam struck him as “serious” and “sincere.” Whereas Siad Barre, 
“a general educated under colonialism,” “a chauvinist” for some socialism was 
“just an outer shell,” had made a distinctly negative impression on him with 
“a map of Greater Somalia in which half of Ethiopia had been annexed.” His 
“revolution was accomplished in a minute, with hardly a shot fi red. He put on 
a socialist face and got economic aid and weapons from the Soviet Union. His 
country is important strategically, and he likes prestige.” Castro told Siad Barre 
that his position “represented a danger to the revolution in Somalia, endan-
gered the revolution in Ethiopia . . . these policies were weakening Somalia’s re-
lations with the socialist countries.” The dilemma Castro outlined to Honecker 
in April was that if the socialist bloc helped Ethiopia, they would lose Siad 
Barre, but if they did not, “the Ethiopian Revolution will founder.”141

Ethiopia was a priority. Castro had by April already made up his mind and 
was equipping Ethiopia (poorly provided for compared to the Somalis) with 
small arms and military advisers: “In Africa . . . we can infl ict a severe defeat on 
the entire reactionary imperialist policy. One can free Africa from the infl uence 
of the USA and of the Chinese . . . it might even be possible that Sadat could 
be turned around and that the imperialist infl uence in the Middle East can 
be turned back.”142 As in Angola in 1975, Moscow followed impetuously in the 
wake of the Cuban man-of-war.

The effect soon made itself felt. On 1 May Ethiopia abrogated its security 
treaty with Washington. On 6 May Mengistu was received by Brezhnev and 
insisted, as he was to do repeatedly without acting on it, that he fully intended 
to set up a working-class party in Ethiopia. Moscow was not as enthusiastic as 
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Havana but clearly felt he was worth backing, while continuing to promote me-
diation between the two warring sides.143 In July a delegation of offi cers under 
General Petrov visited Ethiopia to assess the situation. As a consequence, be-
tween November 1977 and April 1978 a total of 2,671 air shipments of munitions 
were delivered on Antonov-12s.144

“Soviet military transport aircraft overthrew Turkey, Syria, and other states en 
route . . . without asking permission.” No one protested; even the United States. 
“The United States seemed to be acquiescing in a Soviet military buildup while 
denying new arms to its friends in the region,” Brzezinski’s military assistant 
General Odom recalls. “Some Middle Eastern and Southwest Asian govern-
ments feared that the United States would emulate Britain, which a decade 
earlier had decided to disband all its forces ‘east of Suez.’”145 Thus when US 
policy fi nally reacted, it had a hard time convincing others to fall in line.

A real problem nevertheless faced Havana and Moscow: “the level of political 
consciousness of the broad masses of the population (mostly illiterate) remains 
very low.” General Arnaldo Ochoa, head of the Cuban military mission, sug-
gested consolidating what had already been achieved in land redistribution, not 
pushing ahead with collectivization; instead assuring the bourgeoisie that they 
were not about to be dispossessed of land. However, he found Miriam “light-
headed” and irresponsible in requesting higher technology military assistance 
from Moscow without having the personnel trained suffi ciently to deploy it. 
It was, in effect, like Afghanistan in the making.146

REVOLUTION IN NICARAGUA

Castro had trained revolutionaries from all over Latin America, especially 
the Caribbean. Among these were brothers Umberto and Daniel Ortega from 
Nicaragua, and it was Nicaragua that provided the main headache for Wash-
ington, because from Managua the revolution began spreading to neighboring 
El Salvador and Guatemala. The causes of revolution are not hard to see. A 
dynasty installed by Washington in 1927 to contain local radicalism meant that 
by the 1970s “the Nicaraguan government and armed forces have remained 
inherently the personal instruments of the Somoza family.”147 Economic back-
wardness, monopolies stifl ing business, a monoculture focused on the export 
of bananas, extensive corruption, all widened the gulf between governors and 
governed.

Nicaragua had been one of the soft spots pinpointed by Shelepin in July 1961. 
It was seen as worth exploiting through development of the Sandinista Revolu-
tionary Front (Frente Sandinista de Liberación Nacional—FSLN), “creating a 
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hotbed of unrest for the Americans in this area.”148 This was not least because 
leader Carlos Fonseca Amador worked for the KGB.149 The strategy was ap-
proved, but hopes exceeded optimistic expectations and a desultory guerrilla 
campaign against Somoza slowly got under way. The 1972 earthquake, when 
substantial foreign aid was blatantly siphoned off into private bank accounts, 
brought matters to a head, however. The rigged presidential elections two years 
later, during which the opposition was suppressed—“Little distinction was 
made between criticism and subversion”150—then resulted in an attack on the 
regime by the FSLN, now in alliance with the non-Marxist opposition. It failed 
in its wider objectives.

In August 1977 a report surfaced that this alliance, the “Group of 12,” had 
requested Cuban provision of $25,000 for arms to be smuggled in via Costa 
Rica, the favored place of exile for Nicaraguan rebels.151 Attacks were launched 
against Somoza’s government on 12 October, the largest since 1974. Assassi-
nation by the government of the respected conservative oppositionist Pedro 
Joaquín Chamorro in January 1978 only made matters worse. In August the 
FSLN audaciously captured the entire national assembly. Between 5 and 
11 November Cuban arms reached the rebels via Panama.152 And a more reso-
lute offensive began once the leaders of the various factions within the FSLN—
Umberto Ortega, Daniel Ortega, Víctor Tirado, Tomás Borge, Jaime Whee-
lock, and Henry Ruiz—had had their heads banged together by Castro early in 
March 1979.153

On 29 May the call for insurrection was heard. Aid arrived from neighboring 
Costa Rica, long alienated by Somoza, plus Panama, Venezuela, and Cuba. 
And on 18 June a junta led by the FSLN took power. This put Carter in dif-
fi culties, given that the revolution was spearheaded by Marxist-Leninists yet 
supported by US allies in the region.154 Moscow soon recognized the new gov-
ernment on 20 July, but without unseemly haste. A network of agreements was 
put together, yet as Washington noted, economic assistance was both “sporadic 
and meager.” Moscow channeled equipment via Havana, which took the lead. 
Although Russia treated the FSLN as the equivalent of a Communist Party, they 
were “not ready to shoulder any new economic burdens.” From July 1979 sup-
plies of arms had reached rebels in El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala.155

As in Angola, the Nicaraguan revolution illustrated an important effect not 
lost on CIA. “Cuba plays a central role in Soviet relations with Latin America,” 
a National Intelligence Estimate for 1982 noted, “not only as a dependent client 
serving Moscow’s interests but also as an independent actor infl uencing Soviet 
policies and tactics. Fidel Castro’s vigorous support of Nicaraguan revolution-
aries, for example, was originally a Cuban initiative, and the Sandinista vic-
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tory had a marked impact on Soviet attitudes and policies. Soviet leaders came 
to share Castro’s assessment that the prospects for the success of revolutionary 
forces in Central America were brighter than they had earlier calculated.”156

Indeed, Washington noted that the Sandinista victory “caused the Soviet 
Union to reassess the prospects for revolutionary change through armed strug-
gle in Central America.” It “urged regional Communist parties, particularly 
those in Guatemala and El Salvador, to abandon their traditionally nonviolent 
tactics and join existing insurgent movements.” During 1981 the Communist 
Party of Honduras was encouraged to revolt. Financial assistance and training 
was given to the Popular Vanguard Party within the coalition of communists 
in democratic Costa Rica.157 Lawrence Pezzulo, US ambassador to Nicaragua, 
recalls the critical importance of Castro. They were “fascinated by the romantic 
idea that they were the new revolutionaries.” Umberto said that Pezzulo was 
“fortunate to be here at this time, because you can see how things are going to 
play out all through Latin America” and that they, the Sandinistas, were from 
now on “to be the model all through Latin America.”158

Washington was woefully ill informed. No one had approached the San-
dinistas before the coup. Gates recalls: “The U.S. response was inhibited in 
part because of a lack of good intelligence on what actually was happening.”159 
Director of CIA Admiral Stansfi eld Turner, ignorant of the intelligence world, 
effectively continued dismantling networks of undercover operatives here and 
elsewhere. Although a propaganda campaign was advanced and “a crash ef-
fort” began “to improve intelligence collection,”160 making up the distance lost 
proved costly and time-consuming. And under Foreign Minister Miguel de 
Soto, a Catholic priest, Managua sustained a ruthlessly mendacious disinfor-
mation campaign in Washington which neutralized center and left of center 
opinion.161

Moreover, Washington did not even cut off aid to Managua until early April 
1981 and then only when prompted fi nally by belated news of Sandinista arms 
shipments to support guerrilla operations in neighboring countries. Yet the San-
dinista leadership had together with Castro in June 1980 secured unifi cation of 
the communist factions in El Salvador as the Farabundo Martí de Liberación 
Nacional with the provision of training and base facilities. Untraceable West-
ern arms were supplied by the Soviet bloc.162 The removal of US aid under 
newly elected President Ronald Reagan indicated a much tougher approach 
to the problem of containing communism in the Americas. This then pro-
voked the Soviet ambassador to announce the donation of some 20,000 tons of 
wheat; though Moscow was still careful to retain a modest public presence in 
Managua.163
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The problem for Carter had been that, in focusing on distant East Africa, he 
turned a blind eye to a major security problem emerging in his own backyard.

BREAKING SOVIET CODES AND CIPHERS

The United States had been working on Soviet codes and ciphers for a con-
siderable time. Aside from exploiting human error (most obviously the reuse 
of a onetime pad), word-frequency programs, and the issue of specimen state-
ments in the hope that they would then be enciphered for dispatch to Moscow, 
further progress crucially depended on a revolution in computational hardware 
and software and that was to take a massive investment in manpower and ma-
chines over decades.

Sustained effort fi nally yielded extraordinary results during the Carter ad-
ministration: a technological breakthrough enabled access to “traffi c” in and 
out of Moscow. The capacity to cope with the number of characters or digits 
had to exceed the capacity of the enemy to produce them. Up to 1978 that 
had never been achieved, despite the fact that Moscow had fallen behind in 
computational technology in the late sixties and decided to buy IBM rather 
than continue to develop homegrown competitors (which then laid them open 
to a US embargo). Once the Jackson-Vanik amendment in 1974 denied most 
favored nation treatment in trade to the USSR, Moscow increasingly found 
itself at a serious disadvantage, not entirely compensated for by further KGB 
technology acquisition through covert operations, notably in Japan, which 
Andropov greatly expanded. The sixteenth directorate of the KGB had since 
June 1973 been responsible for electronic intelligence, radio interception, and 
decryption. The latter was specifi cally the job of the fi rst department. They 
had to do most of their analytical work “by hand” despite the availability of a 
special computer system called “Bulat.” “We did not even dare dream, like the 
Americans, of putting each interception through computer analysis,” one for-
mer employee recalls. “I remember these long rows of cupboards packed with 
dusty fi les with intercepted but not deciphered material. In essence we worked 
with cupboards.”164

The US breakthrough in engineering came with the advent of the Cray 1-A 
Computer. It cost more than eight and a half million dollars. It weighed fi ve 
and half tons, it was transported in two refrigerated electronic vans, and more 
than thirty people were required to get it into a computer room. But it was 
more than worth the expenditure of money and effort. It provided “substantial 
increases with respect to both the number of data points and computations” so 
that the insoluble could now feasibly be solved.165 Its design was simple relative 
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to other computers; it could run for several days before failing (hitherto normal) 
and then only because of problems with the disks; and it outpaced all rival 
machines. The fi rst to buy one was the Los Alamos National Laboratory. The 
second was the NSA under Admiral Bobby Inman in 1977.166

Those working on Soviet codes in A Group under the dogged tenacity of 
Ann Caracristi took full advantage of the new computer to break into hitherto 
impenetrable high-level systems, aided and abetted by errors made by Soviet 
cipher operators in the previous year.167 They were further assisted when IBM 
announced for the fi rst quarter of 1980 the 3033 attached processor complex, 
combining an auxiliary processor with a host 3033 computer, thus adding 
80 percent more speed to the original 3033 and enabling the operator to han-
dle up to 16 million characters under a single system control program with a 
57-billionth of a second cycle time.168

These crucial advances enabled the NSA to open up a window onto Moscow’s 
closely guarded political, diplomatic, and military secrets.169 More important, 
for 1979, it gave those few with access in the US government the ability to read 
military and diplomatic traffi c, and it was this—available only until betrayal by 
Geoffrey Prime who worked at the British code-breaking establishment in the 
spring of 1980—that enabled Brzezinski and Carter to trick Moscow into invad-
ing Afghanistan at the end of 1979 and to watch the process of intervention en 
clair.

LURING RUSSIA INTO ITS OWN VIETNAM

Afghanistan formed a buffer between the USSR and Western infl uence. It 
proved the graveyard of many an invading army, latterly the British in 1919. 
Its nonaligned status had long since turned upon the existence of a monarchy 
devoid of any principles that might jeopardize the country’s impartial position 
between the two competing camps. That monarchy had collapsed with Mo-
hammed Daoud’s coup on 17 July 1973. Two years later the communist PDPA 
hoped to seize power but were discouraged by Moscow.170 They were instead in-
structed to penetrate the regime. Finally, however, the PDPA had little choice. 
On 25 April 1978 Daoud arrested its leadership. Two days later, on 27 April 1978, 
those underground seized power with the fourth and fi fteenth tank brigades 
and commando troops. Taraki made himself president and prime minister, Kar-
mal his fi rst deputy, Amin deputy prime minister and foreign minister.

The coup in progress had been reported to Moscow the day before by KGB 
resident Vladimir Osadchii and ambassador Aleksandr’ Puzanov. The lat-
ter thought any attempted seizure of power would end in disaster. The KGB 
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warned that Mossad could be behind an attempt to provoke a failed coup.171 
And Taraki reprimanded them for advising them against seizing power three 
years before.172 As a fait accompli, however, the coup was greeted as an event of 
“extraordinary political importance”: a rare instance in the Third World and, 
particularly, “the fi rst social revolution in the lands of the Middle East.” Not the 
least signifi cant consideration was the extent of Afghanistan’s 1,700-kilometer 
border with the Soviet Union.173 Ten divisions joined the revolution—almost 
the entire army, or so it was claimed at the outset. All the key posts were held by 
leaders of the PDPA, founded only thirteen years before by merely 27 militants 
but now claiming as many as 50,000 in its ranks. They now held the capital of a 
country riven by tribalism, and they were bent on imposing socialism and secu-
larism with speed and at any price. What made matters worse was internecine 
warfare that broke out within months of the coup. Soon rumors were circulat-
ing, on one hand, that Amin was an American agent under deep cover and, on 
the other hand, that Taraki was agent of both CIA and KGB.174

The most pressing problem was the need to restrain the south of Afghanistan, 
still loyal to the king. It was “above all vital” that their tribal chiefs were “won 
over.” Taraki knew his Marxism well enough, Moscow noted, but he had now 
to learn his fi rst words of Islam. Yet at a briefi ng on 10 May the new govern-
ment spoke of radical land distribution. “The Ethiopian example of complete 
nationalization is not a plausible solution for Afghanistan,” Moscow cautioned. 
Whereas in the north the land was farmed, in the south nomads wandered to 
and fro across the Pakistani frontier. There a different kind of solution had to 
be found.175

Head of the Afghan desk at the Soviet Foreign Ministry, Shumilov was not un-
duly pessimistic. Yet he too emphasized the importance of seeking a “pragmatic 
solution” to problems faced by the leadership, not least that of the economy. 
En route to Havana, Amin met Gromyko and requested economic assistance. 
Thus far the new regime still had a chance at succeeding. The United States, 
China, Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia opposed the revolution, and Iran had closed 
its borders for fear of infection. Thus far, late May 1978, they had adopted a 
stance of watchful waiting.176 Yet the ruling group was badly divided between 
the Khalq and Parcham factions that had healed their longstanding rift barely 
a year before the seizure of power. Khalq—Amin and Taraki—thus turfed Par-
cham out of government. Through Soviet assistance to ensure his personal 
safety, Karmal was ignominiously exiled to the Prague embassy in July.177 But 
the purge of his supporters continued despite Soviet advice. By September the 
Party Central Committee had yet to be convened and the rank and fi le contin-
ued to splinter.

Haslam, Jonathan. Russia's Cold War : From the October Revolution to the Fall of the Wall, Yale University Press,
         2011. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=3420662.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-28 01:18:18.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

1.
 Y

al
e 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



 Détente Fails 321

Self-restraint did not last, and forcing the pace of change produced increas-
ingly widespread revolt supported by the intelligence service (ISI) of Pakistan. 
110,000 Afghans fl ed the country in 1978; between September and December 
1979 alone the number grew to 750,000.178 Pakistani support made geopoliti-
cal sense. A communist Afghanistan drove a wedge between the revolutionary 
Islamic state of Iran and Pakistan. It therefore merited the “utmost attention 
and all-embracing sympathy” from the Soviet bloc for “strategic and political 
reasons.”179 This is what led to a decision in principle by the Politburo to under-
write the security of the new regime.

Moscow thus fell hostage to its wayward protégés. Aid could not be denied 
despite the obvious “naïveté of our friends”180 and lack of a “clear conception” 
on the part of Kabul as to “how to put into practice their Marxist-Leninist goals.” 
Moreover, the situation was so bad that all ministries had an active Soviet ad-
viser, and the number in the armed forces was so great that every unit had one 
of its own from the regiment all the way down. In the countryside, where the 
regime now faced joint opposition from feudal and tribal leaders reinforced by 
260,000 mullahs, Kabul called for specialists in agriculture from Tadzhikistan. 
Moscow now backed forty to fi fty projects at a cost of 400 million rubles each.181 
In a revealing conversation with the East Germans, Amin made two points 
indicating how far out of touch with reality he was. First, he claimed there 
was no need to be concerned about neighboring Pakistan: “It is an artifi cial 
creation that has no future” (as if Afghanistan were any different). Second, and 
this should have sounded even greater alarm in Moscow: “We will require the 
assistance of the socialist countries for fi fteen years.”182

When a serious uprising in Herat on 15 March 1979 left some 5,000 dead, 
including Soviet advisers, few in Moscow could have been taken entirely by 
surprise. On 18 March, the rebellion still in progress, Taraki phoned Kosygin 
to request direct military intervention (Kosygin was the point man handling 
Afghan matters). A parallel conversation took place between Ustinov and Amin. 
The real problem, which Taraki did not allude to but which Moscow knew 
full well, was that the regime’s troops were deserting in great number. Half 
a division in Herat had crossed the lines and the other half were reluctant to 
fi ght. When Taraki suggested that the uprising be dealt with by raising troops 
from Kabul, Kosygin countered that they lacked offi cers and that the regime 
was facing troops from Iran and Pakistan in Afghan dress. Taraki wanted troops 
from Uzbek, Turkmen, and Tadzhik units from the USSR in Afghan dress: 
“No one will know.” Kosygin was sympathetic but procrastinated, gently press-
ing the Afghans to rely on their own resources. “It seems to me,” he said, “that 
you need to try and create new units. You cannot count only on the strength of 
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those that come from outside. You can see from the Iranian revolution how the 
people chucked all the Americans out of there and everyone else who tried to 
represent themselves as defenders of Iran.”183 The problem linked to the funda-
mentalist revolution in neighboring Iran. The Politburo had formed a commit-
tee on Iran chaired by Brezhnev and composed of Andropov, Ponomarev, and 
Ustinov. But it lacked information.184 Andropov had some years before made up 
his mind that “there is no future for the Left in Iran.”185 If true, that presented 
the Afghan revolution with an additional problem to which no easy solution 
presented itself.

That day, however, debate in the Politburo demonstrated unanimous resis-
tance to direct military intervention. Ustinov indicated that they there were 
no ethnically distinctive military units anyway, and he had no idea how many 
Tadzhiks could drive tanks. “The fact is that the leadership of Afghanistan has 
underestimated the role of the Islamic religion. In particular of the soldiers, 
an absolute majority, perhaps with rare exceptions believers, march under the 
banner of Islam. This is why they [the regime] call on us for help to beat back 
the attacks of the rebels in Herat.” Andropov was characteristically even more 
outspoken, both as to principle as well as practice. He concluded: “We have to 
think very seriously indeed about the purpose of sending troops into Afghani-
stan. To us it is perfectly clear that Afghanistan is not now ready for a socialist so-
lution. There, religion is a massive force, illiteracy among the rural population 
is all but complete, the economy is backward, etc. We know Lenin’s teaching 
concerning a revolutionary situation. Whatever the situation in Afghanistan, 
no such situation exits there. I therefore consider that we can sustain the revo-
lution in Afghanistan only with the aid of our own bayonets, and this is com-
pletely unacceptable to us. We cannot take that risk.” This was not unlike the 
point made to Lenin by the pessimistic Radek in 1920.

Gromyko agreed with Andropov, and in a statement that no one then contra-
dicted (quite the reverse in the case of Kosygin) he stated: “Our army entering 
Afghanistan will be the aggressor. Against whom will it be fi ghting? Above all 
against the Afghan people; and we will have to shoot at them. . . . We should 
ask ourselves: what would we get out of it? Afghanistan with its existing govern-
ment, with a backward economy, with no weight of any signifi cance in interna-
tional affairs. On the other hand, it has to be borne in mind that from a legal 
point of view we would not be justifi ed in introducing forces. According to the 
UN charter, a country can call for aid, and we could send in forces in the event 
of being subjected to external aggression. Afghanistan is not subjected to any 
aggression. This is their internal affair, a revolutionary civil war between one 
group of the population against another.” They did, nevertheless, agree to prop 
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up the regime with armaments. And Leonid Zamyatin said they would issue 
propaganda about Pakistani and Chinese aid to the insurgents to justify the 
shipments.186

The immediate crisis over, on 20 March Taraki fl ew in for talks with Kosygin, 
Gromyko, Ustinov, and Ponomarev, acting on behalf of the Politburo. Here, 
taking the bull by the horns, Kosygin warned that the entry of Soviet troops 
would result in a situation similar to that of the Americans in Vietnam.187 It is 
not unlikely that other analogies were being drawn in Moscow; they certainly 
were in Washington, where this debate was intercepted by the NSA and read 
with fascination by Brown and Brzezinski.

On 23 August Amin raised with Moscow the possibility of transferring troops 
to Kabul so that one or two divisions from the Afghan garrison could be re-
leased to fi ght insurgents.188 Moscow had good reason for mistrust. Amin was 
planning to seize power after Taraki left the country at the beginning of Sep-
tember to attend the conference of nonaligned countries in Havana. Attempts 
by Brezhnev and Andropov to warn Taraki fell on deaf ears, however. Instead 
Andropov arranged Amin’s assassination. But the ambush failed when he took 
another route. At this point—on 13 September—Moscow then made a further 
attempt at persuasion. On the following day, after a shoot-out, in which it ap-
peared Taraki hoped to dispose fi nally of his tenacious rival, Amin seized power 
for himself. On 8 October he had Taraki shot.189 A wave of terror followed.

Meanwhile Washington was in disarray from the rapid evolution of events 
in Iran since the overthrow of the Shah: namely, seizure of the US embassy in 
Tehran by radical Islamist students on 4 November. Even allowing for ideologi-
cal bias, Soviet intelligence benefi ted from lack of access to the highest levels 
in Iran, for which it compensated by frequenting the bazaar. This proved of 
inestimable advantage, placing Moscow one step ahead of Washington. Thus 
by September 1978 Moscow already considered the Shah’s days numbered.190 
A KGB offi cer told an American that the Shah would soon be overthrown by 
“oppressed masses rising to overthrow their shackles.”191 Moscow was thrilled at 
the damage that could be done to US interests. This was the fi rst real blow to 
the West in the region since the Suez debacle. It provided some compensation 
for Sadat’s betrayal. “We could not have dreamed of such a turn in events,” 
crowed Kornienko.192

Rumors soon reached Moscow from Teheran that Washington was plan-
ning to take military action. The Iranian revolution was not merely a Mos-
lem fundamentalist manifestation, it was also violently anti-American. On 19 
August 1953 by means of operation “Boot” MI6 and CIA had overthrown the 
nationalist government of Prime Minister Mossadeq to secure Iran’s oil assets 
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against  nationalization on behalf of Anglo-Persian Oil (British Petroleum), “to 
reestablish the prestige and power of the Shah; and to replace the Mossadeq 
government with one which would govern Iran according to constructive poli-
cies.” This meant “vigorously” prosecuting “the dangerously strong Communist 
Party.”193 It was therefore not to be expected in Moscow that Washington would 
lamely accept seizure of their embassy as a fait accompli.

Ustinov was particularly alarmed: “Are we expected to sit on our hands while 
the Americans deploy their forces on our southern borders?!”194 Above Brezh-
nev’s name a warning appeared in Pravda to the effect that intervention in Iran 
would be viewed by the USSR as touching on “its security interests.”195 Even 
though only Ponomarev appeared to believe the communists and their allies in 
Iran had any chance of taking power, Brezhnev, Ustinov, Gromyko, and An-
dropov were gratifi ed that this was primarily an anti-American revolution. And 
after the Shah was forced out of Iran at the beginning of 1979, Andropov for one 
was convinced the communists had no future in the country: Khomeini and the 
Moslem clerics were in offi ce for good.196 By April, however, Moscow realized 
that this was also bad news for Soviet interests, particularly in Afghanistan. An 
appreciation by Deputy Chairman of the KGB Tsinev in October pointed out 
that Khomeini was set upon overturning the regime in Kabul and spreading 
Islam through the southern crescent of the USSR, not least in retaliation for 
Soviet supported attempts to spread communism in Iran.197 The Iranian sei-
zure of the US embassy on 4 November inevitably prompted mixed feelings in 
Moscow. “The Americans will not forgive such things,” Andropov is quoted as 
saying.198 It made retaliation all the more likely.199

One notable casualty was loss of NSA facilities in the north that enabled 
Washington to monitor the telemetry from Soviet missile tests and thereby 
ensure observance of the SALT treaties. It was entirely plausible to Moscow 
that Washington would seek to substitute facilities in Iran with facilities in Af-
ghanistan; the Afghans, of course, willing. The attitude toward Washington had 
sharpened notably after the repeated confrontations over Cuba, Angola, and 
Ethiopia. Ogarkov told Varennikov of discontent within the Politburo, quoting 
Andropov as asking why Moscow should put its tail between its legs every time 
Washington sneezed.200 Some were determined to act decisively.

On 3 July Brzezinski had persuaded Carter to offer direct aid for the rebels 
in Afghanistan. Washington was “well aware of Soviet concern over the situa-
tion. Beginning on September 10, intelligence reports to the president [deleted] 
began to discuss the possibility that the Soviet Union might be forced to act.”201 
Moscow was already mistrustful of Amin. Within his circle, conversation about 
the Soviet Union and its leadership was both “arrogant and ironical,” taken 
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from the “American lexicon.” He had also hitherto greeted news that Moscow 
would not send in troops with evident relief. Three ministers—Sarvari, Vatand-
zhara, and Gulyabzoya—claimed Amin to be an American spy.202 This was also 
the thrust of KGB assessments for the Politburo.203 Moreover, Amin gave orders 
to the media to tone down attacks on imperialism and Pakistan, a sign he was 
moderating his hostility to them in favor of “a more balanced foreign policy 
course.” This also meant confi dential meetings with the US chargé d’affaires 
in Kabul, and on Amin’s instructions they ceased operating against the US 
embassy.204

“We did not push the Russians into intervening,” Brzezinski coyly confessed, 
“but we did knowingly increase the chances that they would do so.”205 Brze-
zinski planted the seeds of suspicion that would hopefully force Moscow to do 
precisely what it had set out to avoid: military intervention.206 Thatcher’s choice 
of ambassador to Washington was Sir Nicholas Henderson, who reminded the 
somewhat prickly Brzezinski of his prep school teacher. Talking to him over 
breakfast on 27 October, Brzezinski “gave a hint of their preparedness to do 
something to make life diffi cult for the Russians in Afghanistan.”207 This was 
only the beginning.

By 29 November 1979 Gromyko, Andropov, Ustinov, and Ponomarev had 
begun speculating on the two greatest dangers: “the victory of the counterrevo-
lution” and “the political reorientation of H. Amin towards the West.” Moscow 
had recently been picking up signs that the new leadership in Kabul was set 
on a more “balanced policy” in relation to the “Western Powers.” “It is known, 
in particular, representatives of the USA on the basis of their contacts with the 
Afghans are drawing the conclusion that it is possible to change the political 
line of Afghanistan into a direction more favorable to Washington.” They also 
noted, “Faced with facts testifying to the beginning of an about-turn by H. Amin 
in an anti-Soviet direction, we will bring forward additional proposals for mea-
sures on our part.” On 8 December Andropov, Ustinov, Gromyko, and Suslov 
held a meeting in Brezhnev’s study where they debated military intervention. 
It was here that Andropov and Ustinov presented incriminating evidence of 
Amin’s shifting loyalties, including information as to “the efforts of the CIA 
resident in Ankara to build a ‘New Great Islamic Empire’ that would include 
the southern republics of the USSR.”208 Grishin recalls Andropov later telling 
the Politburo of evidence “that Amin is a CIA agent.”209 Philby, too, sustained 
the conviction that “there was more than a suspicion that Amin was dickering 
with the Americans.”210 Brezhnev, though still nominally General Secretary, 
was by this time failing fast—his condition, according to Kryuchkov, who at-
tended the Afghanistan committee of the Politburo, as head of KGB foreign 
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intelligence, “seriously deteriorated at the end of 1979.”211 Alexandrov-Agentov 
was completely cut out of the picture but later learned that ailing Brezhnev had 
been pressured into agreement.212

On 10 December Ustinov summoned Ogarkov. The Politburo had taken a 
decision to send 75,000 to 80,000 troops into Afghanistan. Ogarkov said this 
would be insuffi cient; it was foolhardy: rapid stabilization of Afghanistan re-
quired no less than thirty to thirty-fi ve divisions.213 Ustinov responded that it 
was not Ogarkov’s job to instruct the Politburo but to obey orders. Later that 
day Ogarkov was summoned before Andropov, Ustinov, and Gromyko. That 
evening Ustinov told the collegium of the Ministry of Defense that they could 
soon expect a decision on intervention. The armed forces were issued with or-
der No. 312/12/00133. Detailed instructions were handed out by Ustinov from 10 
December. Two days later a meeting of the Politburo was chaired by Brezhnev. 
Here the decision to go in was fi nalized. Crucially, Kosygin, still resolute in op-
position but his health deteriorating, was unable to attend.214

Privy to crucial information that Amin was suspected of betrayal to the United 
States but that the military leadership—Akhromeyev, Varennikov, as well as 
Ogarkov—had been overruled, Washington could lay a match to the fuse al-
most at will.215 Disinformation played a critical role in triggering the Soviet de-
cision. Head of the KGB’s illegal intelligence—directorate “S’—Kirpichenko 
was told of facts that had come to light about Amin’s “readiness to reorient his 
policy toward the USA.” He was instructed to prepare Amin’s overthrow with 
special forces from the GRU and KGB, the latter led by deputy head of foreign 
intelligence Major General Yuri Drozdov.216

Operations began on Christmas Day. In three days, largely at night and at 
four-minute intervals, 500 sorties of troop transports fl ew into Afghanistan. Two 
days after the invasion began, special forces disposed of Amin. When news 
reached Brzezinski in Washington, he shot a clenched fi st into the air trium-
phally: “They have taken the bait!”217 In his note to Carter that day Brzezinski 
jubilantly remarked: “We now have the opportunity to give the USSR its Viet-
nam War.”218 As the offi cial history of the NSA notes: “This time there was no 
‘intelligence failure.’ . . . After years of struggle, it was now possible to predict 
with some clarity and speed the intentions of the major antagonist.”219

Moscow took the decision on Afghanistan knowing détente was dead but not 
buried. The dual-track decision by NATO early in December 1979 left Moscow 
stranded. But the Kremlin still hoped that NATO might break under the strain 
in implementing its decision; that Western Europe would sooner or later break 
ranks with Washington under pressure from domestic opinion; and that the 
sense of rivalry between European states would further weaken unity.
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Moscow argued: “It is obviously necessary to strengthen still further pressure 
on the countries of Western Europe, on the widest variety of political circles, 
on society, in order as far as possible to hinder the implementation of the deci-
sion taken by NATO, raising against it an even broader wave of protests.” The 
NATO leadership “now has had to maneuver. Furthermore, a certain degree 
of disarray has appeared within the bloc.” Washington was equally certain that 
“even more noticeable has been the absence of mass public support in West-
ern Europe for NATO policy.”220 Yet Soviet leaders simultaneously and falsely 
“continued to believe in the monolithic nature” of their own society—a fatal 
error.221

At a meeting with Axen, head of the SED’s International Department, Pono-
marev, Zagladin, Rachmanin, Ulyanovsky, Brutents, and Martynov reviewed 
the situation. “The Soviet comrades,” noted Axen, “pointed out that one should 
analyze very carefully the different tendencies within the imperialist camp and 
take advantage of them. Adjustment to the USA today means renunciation of 
one’s national interests. Except for the USA, no other imperialist Power can 
conduct a policy of force. Many capitalist countries are interested in the pur-
suit of relations with the socialist countries as a conscious counterweight to the 
USA. A breach in those relations would make subordination to the USA even 
greater.” The dispute over attendance at the Moscow Olympics, forthcoming 
in 1981, which the Americans wished to boycott, illustrated the divisions within 
NATO. The Russians claimed they had not sought this; “We can, however, take 
advantage of it.” And an instance of the disarray among the West Europeans 
themselves was blatantly apparent in an indiscretion from the president of the 
French National Assembly, Jacques Chaban Delmas, “that the states of Western 
Europe fear the increasing economic and political power of the FRG.”222

The failure to come up with a realistic negotiating position was also due to 
the combined stubbornness of those such as Andropov, determined to main-
tain a military capability to meet the combined strength of NATO and China 
simultaneously; the General Staff, which required massed SS-20s to expand 
the options for limited war; Gromyko and like-minded Americanists, who stuck 
rigidly to a notion of balance that ignored West European security anxieties; 
and the military-industrial complex addicted to limitless rearmament. The fail-
ure ensured that Moscow would shortly face an imbalance in Europe to their 
disadvantage. In March 1981 Adamishin noted gloomily in his diary that US 
 “medium-range missiles” were “a fatal danger for us, comparable to the Chi-
nese; in 5–7 minutes they can wreck our cities and strategic missiles. None 
of this is being stated—the decision, taken because of our SS-20 programme 
which has added little, will, if put into effect, severely curtail our security.”223
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11

THE REAGAN PRESIDENCY

If one takes foreign policy, the period before Gorbachev’s rise to power was a 
period amassed with lost opportunities.

—Valentin Falin

A trough in the economic cycle, runaway infl ation, and rising unemploy-
ment on the back of stratospheric energy prices, plus a stagnant stock market, 
all contributed to Carter’s political demise. But growing tension between the 
United States and the USSR, the storm in Europe over the SS-20, the abject 
failure of Carter to hold his own against fundamentalist Iran or contain the 
spread of revolution from Nicaragua, all ensured Reagan’s election in Novem-
ber 1980.

On 17 January 1983 Reagan signed NSDD 75 setting the US government the 
task not only to contain but also “over time reverse Soviet expansionism” and 
to “promote” change within the USSR. Agreement with the Soviet regime was 
permissible only on the basis of “strict reciprocity.”1 Involved in its construction, 
Richard Pipes claims that in reality “subversion considerably exceeded the lan-
guage of NSDD 75. Indeed,” he adds, “at the December 1982 National Security 
Council meeting that reviewed NSDD 75, President Reagan insisted on the 
deletion from the document of certain points dealing with economic warfare 
lest they leak to the press and embarrass him.”2

Moscow had reason to worry. According to the most authoritative estimates, 
national income fell from 3.4 percent average per annum for the period 1961–75 
to 1.1 percent for the period 1976–90. And given a population increase of 
13.9 percent in the latter period, per capita growth was less than 1 percent.3 Oil 
and gas predominated as exports and for their growing contribution to GDP 
despite the fall in the dollar. Whereas in 1970 oil was valued at only 15.6 percent 
of exports, by 1984 it accounted for no less than 54.4 percent. In new western 
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Siberian fi elds production rose from 31 million tons in 1970 to 312 million in 
1980. Similarly, natural gas output rose from 9.5 million cubic meters in 1970 to 
156 million in 1980.4 The real value of crude oil exports worldwide peaked in 
1980 and dropped over 90 percent by 1988. Natural gas peaked in 1981 and 
dropped over 50 percent by 1988.5 If this were not bad enough, instead of re-
investing in productive capacity, most proceeds went to the military-industrial 
sector, Third World aid, and imports of grain that tripled between 1973 and 
1981.6 The trade balance thus faced a scissors in its foreign exchange position 
and threatened to lower even further national income and the standard of liv-
ing. Moscow surreptitiously obtained the secret US assessment of this Soviet 
dilemma, National Intelligence Estimate 11–23–86, completed on 12 September 
1986.7 It predicted bleak prospects for domestic reform.

Moreover, the Russians were chronically weak in all areas of technology and 
the West knew it. The coordinated embargo launched by the Western alliance 
in 1950 did not end with détente. Issued on 14 March 1974, NSDM 247—“U.S. 
Policy on the Export of Computers to Communist Countries”—prohibited the 
sale of the most powerful machines to the USSR and its allies. The Russians 
worked relentlessly to evade the restrictions. On 19 July 1981 President Mit-
terand revealed to Reagan the windfall of secret details on KGB technologi-
cal espionage in the West obtained from Lieutenant-Colonel Vladimir Vetrov 
(agent “Farewell”) during the previous year.8 On 3 November 1982 Vetrov was 
found guilty of an horrifi c murder, however. Until that time, as deputy head of 
directorate T charged with scientifi c and technological espionage abroad, he 
handed over to the DST (Direction de la surveillance territoire) several thousand 
pages of documents, including the names of 450 intelligence offi cers and 78 
traitors in OECD countries. As a result of a decision taken in January 1982, the 
Americans injected misleading data into the Soviet collection system which 
ultimately caused so much damage and chaos that Moscow began to distrust 
its own sources. From March 1983 the NATO countries, led by France, began 
winding up the Soviet network, as a result of which Vetrov’s treachery became 
obvious to the authorities, who condemned him for betraying his country on 
14 December 1983 and shot him on 23 January 1984.9

The Cold War appeared to be turning full circle. The Americans had no 
intention of negotiating except from a position of strength (superiority). Critical 
to this was the fact that Reagan was “a conviction politician,” ideological to his 
fi ngertips. Ford had said that “détente must be—and, I trust, will be—a two-way 
relationship.”10 In contrast, Reagan argued that because of Moscow’s unrelent-
ing “promotion of world revolution,” détente had been “a one-way street that 
the Soviet Union has used to pursue its own aims.”11 Moscow would no longer 
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get away with it. “To me,” Reagan recalled some years later, no problem was 
“more serious than the fact America had lost faith in itself.”12 In a series of ra-
dio broadcasts from the mid-seventies, he preached a homespun philosophy. A 
regular theme was bitter distaste for the “SALT-sellers”: those insistent on arms 
control with Moscow, to Reagan a vivid symptom of decline. It was clear that 
the Russians “make promises, they dont [sic] keep them.”13 Reagan questioned 
the adequacy of defenses against incoming missiles, and he lambasted Soviet 
and Cuban subversion of the Western hemisphere.

No specifi c idea was ever offered as to what could be done, however. Car-
lucci, national security adviser in the second term, recalls: “Ronald Reagan 
clearly was not a detail person. He had a couple of issues he was interested in. 
He had a vision he liked to talk about. He had the jokes that he liked to tell, 
but he had uncanny instincts.”14 The argument pressed upon him, for example, 
by Pipes and veteran of net assessments, chairman of the National Intelligence 
Committee, “Harry” Rowen, was to force the transformation of the Soviet 
Union from within. This was anathema to the left and the old Republican right. 
It was something that Kennan, a liberal on the Cold War and something of a 
Cassandra, condemned as both immoral and impracticable. “It is,” he believed, 
“improper, confusing to everyone, and usually ineffective when a government 
tries to shape its policy in such a way as to work domestic-political changes in 
another country.” On Kennan’s cold-blooded view it was wrong to allow dissen-
tients such as Sakharov and Solzhenitsyn to manipulate the United States into 
“an instrument in their struggle with their own government.”15 Here, despite 
fundamental differences, two retirees from very different camps but looking 
down from the same Olympian heights, Kennan and Kissinger, coincided. In 
his deep conservatism, Kissinger expressed himself “not so foolish as to believe 
that we can pressure the USSR to change its internal order.”16 His was, after 
all, a major premise underlying the Nixon policy of détente. This premise had 
already been unthinkingly dislodged by Carter in his opportunist pursuit of hu-
man rights as an election winner. It was now jettisoned by Reagan.

THE PROBLEM OF NICARAGUA AND CUBA

If Washington took seriously the idea of ending communism in the USSR, 
it could hardly tolerate the expansion of communist infl uence on its doorstep. 
In Latin America Reagan reverted to covert operations prohibited by Congress 
since the downfall of Allende’s Chile. This inevitably led to circumvention of 
the law (the Iran-Contra affair) and a collision with Congress, though these 
risks were deemed worth taking. Armed support for insurgents in El Salvador 
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and the military buildup in Nicaragua had caused increasing alarm. “Cuba’s 
generosity was total,” recalls Sergio Ramírez, a leading Sandinista.17 But Wash-
ington felt impotent. The incoming administration could prove to be all sound 
and no bite. In January the Sandinistas were warned that CIA had discovered a 
secret air strip in El Papalonal near Lago de Managua. A C-47 had been pho-
tographed airlifting arms to El Salvador.18 Reagan had “absolute proof of Soviet 
& Cuban activity in delivering arms to rebels in El Salvador.” “Intelligence 
reports say Castro is very worried about me. I’m very worried that we can’t come 
up with something to justify his worrying.”19 Secretary of State Alexander Haig 
proposed normalizing relations in return for complete suspension of the arms 
traffi c to El Salvador.20 The Sandinistas then closed the runway but transported 
arms by other means—small wooden boats crossing the Golfo de Fonseca by 
night.21

Now head of the Latin American division at CIA, Duane Clarridge was sent 
in by the new director, William Casey, a veteran from operations, to get some-
thing done; which consisted of organizing an army—the Contras—that could 
operate across the Honduran border. It was conceived in cooperation with Ar-
gentina via the ruthless deputy director of military intelligence Colonel Ma-
rio Davico in the summer of 1981.22 The problem was that the administration 
would have to go cap-in-hand to Congress to launch a serious insurrection.

Hitherto Moscow had been uninterested in further complicating relations 
with the USA, particularly under Reagan. This was about to change. During 
the revolution Ramírez had received someone calling himself “Gabo” at gov-
ernment house. “Gabo” asked that a visitor be received the following day. This 
was an offi cial from the Soviet embassy in Mexico called “Vladimir.” “Vladi-
mir” immediately opened a mission in confi scated premises. The fi rst San-
dinista delegation reach Moscow at the end of May 1980 in search of arms, but 
the fi rst shipments arrived via Algeria only after an agreement signed in 1981. 
Incoming Secretary of State George Shultz denounced the impending arrival 
of MiGs from the USSR in 1982. By then sixty pilots were already training in 
Bulgaria. They had to be withdrawn. Castro advised the Sandinistas to abandon 
their plans. Instead the Sandinistas ordered state-of-the-art attack helicopters—
MI-25s—which actually proved more useful in counterinsurgency.23

Meanwhile Washington was receiving reports that “Soviet offi cers are advis-
ing the Nicaraguan general staff and have helped in the preparation of mili-
tary plans.” “Cubans are found in practically every Nicaraguan government 
agency,” US intelligence advised. Rebels from El Salvador took fl ights via Ma-
nagua for training in Cuba.24 The number of Cubans in Nicaragua was esti-
mated at 6,000, of whom some 1,750 were military or security advisers.25 By the 
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summer of 1983 the number of those advisers estimated had risen to 2,000 and 
included General Ochoa, deputy to Raúl Castro, Cuban Minister of Defense. 
Moreover, the GDR made available a massive $247 million in credit between 
1980 and 1985. And the Russians under Gorbachev promised more.26

Ochoa had been credited with organizing the arms buildup in Angola in 
1976 and in Ethiopia the year following.27 Determined to put the Cuba in its 
place, Washington decided to act fi rmly through indirect means. Defying tough 
opposition on the Hill—the Boland amendment of 8 December 1982—early in 
September 1983 CIA Director Bill Casey authorized and received a proposal 
for covert action: “U.S. policy in Central America is to oppose the immediate 
and serious threat to Western Hemisphere peace caused by encroachments by 
the Soviet Union, Cuba, and their surrogates.” It proposed arming and sup-
porting the Nicaraguan counterrevolutionaries.28 On 19 September Reagan is-
sued a “fi nding” “as a means to induce the Sandinistas and Cubans and their 
allies to cease their support for insurgencies to the region; to hamper Cuban/
Nicaraguan arms traffi cking; to divert Nicaragua’s resources and energies from 
support to Central American guerrilla movements; and to bring the Sandinistas 
into meaningful negotiations and constructive, verifi able agreement with their 
neighbors on peace in the region.”29

MOSCOW’S FEARS

Reagan’s more conservative colleagues, including Casey and Defense Secre-
tary Caspar (“Cap”) Weinberger, resolutely opposed negotiating with Moscow. 
Reagan, who disliked personal unpleasantness, dithered when the need arose 
to enforce policy. He wrote in November 1984: “I’m going to meet with Cap 
and Bill and lay it out to them. Won’t be fun but has to be done.”30 By this 
time, Reagan realized that relations with Moscow were more complex than 
supposed. “Three years had taught me something surprising about the Rus-
sians,” he acknowledged later. “Many people at the top of the Soviet hierarchy 
were genuinely afraid of America and Americans. Perhaps this shouldn’t have 
surprised me, but it did. In fact, I had diffi culty accepting my own conclusion 
at fi rst.”31

When members of the administration and selected outsiders gathered in a 
day-long session to prepare Shultz for a meeting with Gromyko, they “painted 
a picture of formidable Soviet military power, of an aggressive foreign policy, of 
intransigence on human rights, and of Gromyko as an unbending and often in-
sufferable interlocutor.”32 Tension nevertheless persisted between those at State 
who like Vance and Kissinger wanted arms control to revive détente and those 

.
 

$
 

 



 The Reagan Presidency 333

at Defense and the White House determined to break Moscow before substan-
tive talks. Initially planning was accompanied by psychological warfare probing 
Soviet defenses worldwide through unauthorized penetration of air space—
“exciter fl ights”—and sea space across the entire horizon for the purpose of 
intimidation.33 It reinforced anxieties well entrenched in the Kremlin. Head of 
East German foreign intelligence Markus Wolf, on visiting Moscow in Febru-
ary 1980, was surprised at the extent of alarm. He and others met Andropov at 
the central clinical hospital—the so-called Kremlin hospital—in Kuntsevo, the 
Moscow suburbs.

Not only was Andropov seriously ill—his kidneys were failing—but Wolf 
had never seen him so seriously depressed. “He outlined a gloomy scenario in 
which nuclear war was a real threat.”34 That this was not merely a product of 
illness is evident from GDR Foreign Minister Oskar Fischer’s “similar impres-
sions” at meetings with Gromyko.35 According to unconfi rmed reports, after 
Reagan’s election Kissinger had been dispatched to warn of decisive retaliation 
in the event of provocation. This, no doubt, and other factors led directly to 
the announcement of a new information-gathering program—RYAN—in May 
1981 involving the KGB, GRU, and sister services from the Warsaw Pact issu-
ing fortnightly reports on the immediate threat of nuclear war. The initiative 
came from the normally unexcitable Andropov and the more emotional Usti-
nov.36 That this program was wound down by 198537 though not abolished until 
27 November 199138 suggests it was a momentary expression of heightened 
alarm institutionalized well beyond its original purpose (a classic instance of 
Soviet bureaucratic inertia).

This was certainly the view of the National Intelligence Offi cer (NIO) for 
the USSR at CIA, Fritz Ermarth. He produced an intelligence estimate dated 
18 May 1984. On “very strong evidence, we judge that the Soviet leadership does 
not perceive an imminent danger of war.” Experts agreed “that there is currently 
a stable nuclear balance in which the United States does not have suffi cient 
strength for a fi rst strike. Moreover, the Soviets know that the United States is at 
present far from having accomplished all of its force buildup objectives.”39

Ermarth subsequently confi rmed “that what animated Soviet behavior and 
discontent was not fear of an imminent military confrontation but worry that 
Soviet economic and technological weaknesses and Reagan policies were turn-
ing the ‘correlation of forces’ against them on an historic scale.” Oleg Gor-
dievsky, deputy head of KGB station in London until defection, “noted, interest-
ingly that intelligence professionals on the Soviet side did not take seriously the 
much ballyhooed warning system called VRYAN or RYAN; it seemed more like 
a political instrument to energize the geriatric Politburo.”40 The military did not 
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take seriously the civilian understanding of war, and that included Andropov, 
who, even as General Secretary, in the words of Danilevich, “did not have time 
to get involved.”41 “No one believed there was a real likelihood (immediate 
threat) of a nuclear strike from the U.S. or NATO,” Danilevich recalls. He “felt 
that the KGB may have overstated the level of tension because they are gener-
ally incompetent in military affairs and exaggerate what they do not under-
stand.”42 Marshal Sergei Akhromeyev, then Deputy Chief of the General Staff, 
concurred that “war was not considered imminent.”43 Certainly Wolf doubted 
the premise behind RYAN. His key source within NATO, Rainer Rupp, made 
clear that there was, indeed, no danger of imminent nuclear war.44

Before long the Kremlin understood Washington to be bluffi ng; a view al-
ways held among the more hard-bitten Americanists: “We will always be able to 
turn out more missiles than you,” an American diplomat was told. “The reason 
is that our people are willing to sacrifi ce for these things, and yours are not. Our 
people don’t require a dozen colors of toilet paper in six different scents to be 
happy. Americans do now; for that reason you will never be able to sustain pub-
lic support for military expenditures as long as you are not directly attacked.”45

THE POLISH PROBLEM

The heightened alert coincided with a crisis in Poland predicted by the In-
stitute for the Economics of the World Socialist System, set up by Andropov in 
the late sixties under Bogomolov.46 After 1970 Poland was never quiescent. And 
the election of a Polish Pope on 16 October 1978 undoubtedly excited extrava-
gant hopes. Industrial unrest had become politicized with the creation of the 
independent trades union Solidarnośč (Solidarity) on 17 September 1980. Its 
success was due not merely to the alienation of the working class under com-
munist rule. It was also intimately bound up with the consequences of a disas-
trously short-sighted economic policy that turned Poland from a net exporter of 
agricultural produce in 1974 to a net importer within the decade. The country’s 
trade turnover with the West increased over sixfold, entirely funded by credits, 
upon which payment fell due in the early eighties, when Poland was least able 
to afford it.

Strikes nationwide, on 28 August 1980 the Soviet Ministry of Defense had 
asked the Politburo “that in the event of military assistance being rendered to 
the PPR [Polish Peoples’ Republic] a group of forces be set up and that three 
tank divisions . . . and one motor-rifl e division . . . initially be brought to com-
plete readiness for military action.” It also requested bringing divisions within 
the Baltic, Byelorussian, and Trans-Carpathian military districts up to full com-
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plement for war “and, in the event of the core of the Polish army coming to the 
aid of the counterrevolutionary forces,” the Defense Ministry also asked that 
Soviet troops in Poland be reinforced by fi ve to seven divisions. For this purpose 
the ministry planned to call up as many as 75,000 men and requisition 9,000 
automobiles. A further 25,000 men and 6,000 automobiles were also envisioned 
as part of the overall plan.47

Military action, though planned, was not taken, however,48 despite Brezh-
nev’s belief that this was “an entire orgy of counter-revolution” and Gromyko’s 
insistence that they “must not under any circumstances lose Poland.”49 A show 
of force was required, however. Ustinov called in Chief of Staff of Warsaw 
Pact forces General Anatolii Gribkov and First Deputy Minister of Defense 
and Commander-in-Chief of Warsaw Pact forces Marshal Viktor Kulikov to 
arrange Warsaw Pact exercises—“Alliance”—to begin at short notice on 8–10 
December. Given festivities in most of the allied countries, they tried in vain to 
dissuade him. But this was not merely Ustinov’s idea: the exercises went ahead. 
The entire staff were fl own into the Polish garrison at Legnitz, where they re-
mained until March 1981. They were due to close with a review on 21 Decem-
ber. But at the last minute Ustinov asked for an additional exercise. “The aim 
of this maneuver was clear to all,” Gribkov recalls “to continue the exertion of 
pressure on the Polish government and society.” The exercises therefore lasted 
several months. The Warsaw Pact staff stayed on in Legnitz without any plausi-
ble explanation to give puzzled offi cers from the northern group of forces in the 
building opposite. Finally after rumors appeared in the Western press that the 
headquarters of the Warsaw Pact would be moving from Moscow to Legnitz, in 
late April an irritable Ustinov telephoned and demanded that they leave.50

Adamishin was told that the government was “gravitating towards the stan-
dard options, however much force had to be used.” But it was reported that 
 Brezhnev—in remission—was “resolutely opposed” on the grounds that this 
would be “a real tragedy.” Defeating the Poles would take more than a year, 
and then they would have to be fed.51 The memories of both Hungary and 
Czechoslovakia only too fresh, and Afghanistan an open wound, Andropov also 
robustly resisted Soviet military action. On 3 April 1981 a secret meeting was 
arranged in Brest, on the border with Poland, between Andropov and Ustinov 
on the one side and Prime Minister Stanisław Kania and General Wojciech 
 Jaruzelski—Defense Minister and Foreign Minister—on the other. At a six-
hour meeting the Poles were asked to sign plans for martial law. Jaruzelski said 
the documents would be examined on 11 April and signed.52

Despite the agreement, martial law was not effected, and by September the 
situation looked increasingly desperate. Gromyko pointed out that “now little 
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power remains” in government hands.53 In these circumstances Moscow instead 
on 19 October secured Jaruzelski as Kania’s replacement in the expectation that 
he would institute martial law. When the general tried to fi nd a middle way, 
as had Kania, he was promptly scolded: “We are not against agreements,” the 
Soviet Politburo said, somewhat liberally, only to add somewhat less so: “But 
they must not contain concessions to the enemies of socialism.”54 To fi nd a way 
out Jaruzelski, now also First Secretary of the Party, hinted that the USSR inter-
vene. Ustinov contacted senior military offi cers but only Kulikov was explicitly 
and dogmatically in favor of intervention.55 The Kremlin rejected that option 
outright. Gromyko led the chorus: “There can be no introduction of forces 
into Poland.” Suslov pointed out Moscow was trying to lead a peace campaign 
in Europe and “world public opinion would not understand us.” He dismissed 
the prospect of introducing troops as “a catastrophe.”56 From conversations with 
Andropov and Kryuchkov, head of KGB foreign intelligence, the clear impres-
sion given was that, after the invasion of Afghanistan, continued tension with 
China, and US belligerence, there was no question of military action.57

At a Politburo meeting on 10 December chairman of Gosplan Nikolai Baiba-
kov reported on Poland’s economic situation following his visit. The most seri-
ous problem was payment of debts owed to the West. He reported that Jaruzel-
ski envisaged military intervention if the authorities could not handle resistance 
to martial law. Jaruzelski quoted Kulikov to the effect that if necessary the rest 
of the Warsaw Pact would aid them militarily. When Andropov heard this, he 
vented his anger at requests for economic insistence—“impertinent”—that if 
denied would heap the blame for failure on Moscow. Moreover, “if Kulikov ac-
tually talked of our forces going in, then I consider this incorrect!” It remained 
out of the question. They would have to fi nd another way of safeguarding com-
munications with the Soviet group of forces in Germany.58 That afternoon 
at 4:35 p.m. Jaruzleski raised these questions directly with Soviet ambassador 
Averkii Aristov who contacted Konstantin Rusakov at the Central Committee. 
Jaruzelski was rebutted on each point. A day later Jaruzelski repeated his re-
quest for a commitment to intervene, a request directed at Kulikov, then in 
Poland. Finally, with nothing useful forthcoming, martial law was declared on 
13 December.59

Reagan regarded the Polish situation as “the last chance in a lifetime . . . this 
is a revolution started against this ‘damned force.’” But, since he did not want to 
abandon negotiations on theater nuclear weapons, options were limited.60 Po-
land was, however, denied vital fi nancial support from the IMF. And in Febru-
ary 1982 a CIA program of aid to Solidarność came into effect. Within months 
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the union had received $8 million in aid.61 Reversal of martial law would clearly 
take years rather than months, however.

ANDROPOV IN POWER

Brezhnev fi nally died on 10 November 1982 with détente in ruins, a crisis 
seething in Poland, and an interminable military commitment to sustain a re-
gime almost universally loathed in Afghanistan. It appears that the fi rst can-
didate for succession was none other than Konstantin Chernenko. Born on 
24 September 1911, a former border guard who had made himself indispensable 
to Brezhnev as general factotum, Chernenko was a natural number two but a 
man entirely devoid of distinction. Since the early seventies, as an extrovert, 
he had made a reputation for himself as a skillful operator within the Party ap-
paratus.62 Adamishin understood from others—true or not—that Andropov was 
fi nally chosen as Brezhnev’s successor only at the second vote and due to the 
combined efforts of Ustinov, Gromyko, and the young Mikhail Gorbachev; true 
or not, the fact of the rumors alone indicated a certain unease at the selection.63

Yet except for Gorbachev and Grigorii Romanov (born on 7 February 1923), 
these were old men, increasingly sclerotic, more in than out of hospital. 
Chernenko had liver and heart problems. Andropov was diabetic and by now 
had a gray, cadaver-like appearance. On 25 January 1982 Kirpichenko went to 
see him and found he could barely read.64 Ustinov died not long thereafter, on 
20 December 1984. Gromyko, at seventy-three and the key fi gure in any shift 
toward concessions to the West to forestall the arrival of US missiles in Europe, 
was more than due for retirement: “He gets very worked up especially when he 
tires and forgets what he has said,” subordinates complained. Gromyko read few 
telegrams, rarely met ambassadors or heads of department, received “one-sided 
information,” and his chief assistant briefed him in a biased manner; as a result 
of which the supporters of détente were stuck (v zamazke).65

These aging leaders were nervously awaiting US deployment of Cruise and 
Pershing missiles. Cruise was a particular danger because of its low visibility as 
Moscow still had “only limited effectiveness against low-altitude penetration.”66 
The Pershing aroused special anxiety as a missile of enhanced accuracy with 
a counterforce capability and a range of up to 25,000 kilometers that could hit 
Moscow at great speed from West Germany. Against this, further developments 
had to be made in Moscow’s ABM defenses to be completed only in 1987.67

Addressing the leaders of the Warsaw Pact on 4 January 1983, Andropov set the 
“turbulent situation” and the “infl ammation of international tension” against 
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the heady but illusory achievements of the previous decade. “The 1970s,” he 
said, “were a time of the further growth of the strength and the infl uence of the 
socialist community.” The attainment of “military-strategic parity” had given the 
bloc the possibility of dealing on equal terms with NATO. The “dynamic policy 
of détente” made for a transformation of international relations. Andropov cel-
ebrated “the critical losses suffered by imperialism in the furthest reaches of 
the so-called Third World,” not least because “up to now the prosperity of the 
West has depended on control over the resources of the Third World.” “The 
revolutionary changes in Angola, Nicaragua, and other countries—and these 
were conditioned by objective factors—meant for Washington, and not without 
reason, the acceptance of a defeat for American policy.”

Andropov saw the “Reagan phenomenon” and his policy essentially as a 
product of the recession, infl ation, and mass unemployment. “And the bour-
geoisie as a rule seeks one way out of such situations by means of foreign policy 
adventures.” So long as the Soviet bloc faced economic problems and domestic 
political complications of its own—Poland, in particular, was here assumed but 
not named—the “class enemy” would, Andropov warned, “create a political 
opposition in our countries, manipulate it, and destabilize the socialist system.” 
Beyond this Washington also presented a military challenge. It had set as its 
“goal” the destruction of the balance of power. It was embarking on an arms 
race for qualitative improvements that would enable them to go beyond deter-
rence to war-fi ghting.

Andropov acknowledged that “it is hard to say what is blackmail and what 
is really a readiness to take calamitous steps. At any event we cannot, however, 
allow the USA military superiority and we will not allow them this. One must 
nevertheless reckon that the escalation of the arms race may make the military-
political situation unstable and unsettled.” It was “no exaggeration to say that 
we are faced with the greatest attempt by imperialism to put a brake on the 
process of social change in the world, to bring to a halt the progress of socialism 
and, at least in certain areas, press it into reverse.”68 Reagan had certainly made 
an impact where it mattered.

THE US STRATEGIC DEFENSE INITIATIVE

The threat posed came to be epitomized in the Strategic Defense Initiative 
(SDI). Both Washington and Moscow had been experimenting with space-
based weapons systems since the 1960s. Neither made substantial progress. So-
viet work on antimissile defenses from outer space—the D-20 program—was 
by the mid-eighties still at the stage of research and laboratory experiment. It 
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remained squarely within the limitations imposed by the ABM treaty of 1972. 
But Moscow was working on an interceptor system—the S-550—which, if de-
ployed, would contravene the treaty. The earliest expected target date for pro-
totypes was the year 2000.69 One promising area of focus had emerged: high-
energy lasers. Much money had been expended attempting to develop systems 
that could both destroy communications satellites in space and intercontinental 
ballistic missiles (ICBMs) at the crucial boost phase after launch. This program 
began in 1965–66. By 1976, however, and after a great deal of costly expenditure, 
Moscow fi nally drew the unavoidable conclusion that high-energy lasers were 
no good for blowing up warheads on missiles.70

While the program was being pursued, scientifi c publication within the 
USSR refl ected the slow state of progress, albeit obliquely in the form of pure 
science rather than engineering application. When the secret program was sud-
denly halted, publication naturally ceased. The unexpected disappearance of 
published papers inevitably aroused curiosity. A leading American scientist re-
sponsible for the H-bomb, anticommunist diehard Professor Edward Teller held 
joint appointments at the Hoover Institution (Stanford) and at the Lawrence Liv-
ermore Laboratory (part of the University of California, Berkeley). As a young 
scientist working on the atomic bomb he remembered what had happened at 
the end of the 1930s. That this might be repeating itself was drawn to Teller’s 
attention by scientist George Chapline: “In 1977, I. I. Sobel’man and  several 
other leading Soviet physicists published papers on a long wavelength X-ray 
laser of a novel and promising type.” But “publications on the topic stopped 
abruptly the following year.” Teller saw this as signifi cant and attributed “recent 
Soviet efforts to ban further nuclear tests” to the possibility “that they may know 
important details about the X-ray laser that they hope we shall never learn.”71

Teller sought signifi cant funding for programs he headed at Livermore. But a 
tendency to oversell his project did not help get it off the ground. At Christmas 
1982 Teller alleged that an X-ray laser had reached the “engineering phase,” and 
in 1984 he asserted that the laser could become a space-based weapon which 
might destroy incoming Soviet missiles. The trouble was that the scientist who 
fi rst alerted Teller to these possibilities, Chapline, withdrew his support; and 
the scientist at Livermore heading the research, Roy Woodruff, believed none 
of the claims made by Teller to be true.72 Selling novel ideas in the face of skep-
ticism thus required relentless persistence and tireless patience, characteristics 
Teller had in abundance.

Teller had recommended Dr George A. (“Jay”) Keyworth for the post of Rea-
gan’s science adviser, and when Keyworth set up the White House Science 
Council he invited Teller to serve. Keyworth himself, however, was “rather 
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doubtful, not only of the usefulness, but even of the very existence of an X-ray 
laser.”73 As of mid-1982, however, strategic defense technologies had yet to be 
discussed by the Council. Reagan had, however, received a briefi ng on Rus-
sian activities in outer space at the NSC. He noted on 28 June that Moscow 
had unquestionably “moved to a military priority in space. We must not be left 
behind.”74 Despite his skepticism, Keyworth agreed to hand Reagan a letter 
from Teller written on 23 July 1982, which Teller had been encouraged to write 
by right-wing columnist Bill Buckley.75

Teller drew Reagan’s attention to developments in space weapons where 
there were “reasons to believe that the Soviet Union might be a few years ahead 
of us.” It was, Teller wrote, “only recently that our understanding has advanced 
to the level where we could appreciate the signifi cance of previously puzzling 
Soviet emphasis on the aspects of science and technology pertinent to the devel-
opment of these weapons. Because of their extraordinary potential,” he argued, 
“it seems likely that the Soviets would seek an early opportunity to employ such 
means to negate our offensive strategic capabilities, the more so as a ‘bloodless’ 
victory would be in prospect.” Teller had already brought this to the attention of 
“all relevant people” in the administration, but “action,” he wrote, “has yet to be 
taken which is commensurate with both the threat and the opportunity.” Hence 
his own appeal to the President “for a mandate to vigorously explore and exploit 
the technological opportunities in defensive applications of nuclear weaponry.” 
The stakes were high: “If the Soviets should be the fi rst to develop and de-
ploy these defensive nuclear weapons, the Free World is in the deepest trouble. 
However, if we act in this matter promptly and with the full vigor of which we 
are capable, we may end the Mutual Assured Destruction era and commence a 
period of assured survival on terms favorable to the Western Alliance.”76

That autumn Teller asked Keyworth to create a study group on strategic de-
fense. It duly reported in January 1983, arguing for the development of these 
technologies. At this point a chance encounter with Admiral James Watkins, 
Chief of Naval Operations, enabled Teller to expatiate on the subject of the 
laser; and although Watkins did not like its nuclear character, he supported 
the general idea and drew the Joint Chiefs of Staff in the same direction. They 
were particularly preoccupied with the vulnerability of silo-based missiles to 
preemptive attack from the new Soviet SS-18; the substitute mobile US ICBM 
system (MX) appeared to be going nowhere, now that the Joint Chiefs refused 
to accept a system of basing them closely together so that incoming missiles 
would collide with one another while homing in on densely packed targets. 
This would leave some US ICBMs untouched.77
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On 11 February Reagan heard from the Joint Chiefs that strategic missile de-
fense was a feasible alternative. Shultz was skeptical but “had absolutely no idea 
that the views he was expressing had any near-term, operational signifi cance.”78 
What occurred just over a month later therefore came as an unpleasant sur-
prise. Reagan invited Teller to dine on 20 March 1983. Three days later the 
President delivered a speech announcing SDI.79 This came as a severe shock to 
Moscow. It threatened to annihilate the balance of terror between the Super-
powers, leaving the Russians vulnerable to an American fi rst strike. If Moscow 
instead countered SDI, then it could be drawn into ever greater expenditure 
with an economy running out of steam. All Soviet proposals on nuclear arms 
control thereafter focused above all on removal of SDI as the ultimate if not the 
immediate goal.

Cut out of the decisions made, as a pragmatist Shultz nevertheless made the 
most of what SDI offered alongside the buildup in US capabilities worldwide 
and the deployment of Cruise and Pershing II in Europe.80 “Of course,” Gen-
eral Starodubov recalls, “far from everyone in the Soviet Union, including the 
top leadership in the country, took the information put out by Washington in 
relation to SDI at face value. Serious researchers understood that many of the 
American plans promulgated had a speculative, imaginary character. But this 
did not mean that the SDI program represented no danger. A wide-ranging 
antiballistic missile defense could be created even without putting into effect 
exotic programs.”81 Ogarkov inevitably took SDI seriously. In March 1983 he 
gave an off-the-record interview to Gelb, now New York Times correspondent. 
“Numbers of troops and weapons means little, he said. We cannot equal the 
quality of U.S. arms for a generation or two. Modern military power is based 
upon technology, and technology is based upon computers.” In Moscow, un-
like Washington, “we don’t even have computers in every offi ce of the Defense 
Ministry.” Ogarkov went on to insist: “We will never be able to catch up with 
you in modern arms until we have an economic revolution. And the question is 
whether we can have an economic revolution without a political revolution.”82

Britain’s Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher was horrifi ed. The idea that the 
United States would throw up a defense system to protect the subcontinent—
fortress America—and leave Europe exposed to Soviet missiles did not exactly 
fi t with NATO solidarity. She had assumed power on 4 May 1979 as détente 
slithered into oblivion. Reagan’s accession in 1981 met her best hopes. But his 
invasion of Grenada, a former British possession, without securing her prior 
consent in October 1983 had, as he hurriedly acknowledged by phone, caused 
her acute embarrassment.83 Offsetting this, Reagan’s steadfast implementation 
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of the dual-track decision by deploying Cruise and Pershing in Europe was 
heartening. The next shock, however, was also not foreseen: the unexpected 
proposal for an SDI.

Thatcher met Reagan at Camp David on 22 December 1984. Congratulat-
ing him on a second term with such overwhelming popular endorsement, she 
briefed him on Mikhail Gorbachev’s recent visit to London, which had made 
such an impression. He was “unusual . . . much less constrained, more charm-
ing, open to discussion and debate, and did not stick to prepared notes.” As a 
woman, of course, she had not overlooked the possibility that more charm-
ing could also mean more dangerous. But she was taken with his tolerance of 
criticism in contrast to Gromyko. “He also avoided the usual Soviet reaction 
of citing lengthy position[s] of principle.” Then she subjected SDI to heavy 
skepticism, buttressed by scientifi c training, at a session including Shultz and 
National Security Adviser “Bud” McFarlane.

Thatcher “backed the U.S. research program.” But “she understood that we 
will not know for some time if a strategic defense system is truly feasible. If we 
reached a stage where production looked possible we would have some serious 
and diffi cult decisions to take. There are the ABM and outer space treaties. Fu-
ture technological developments and possible countering strategies must also 
be considered. She recalled, for example, that with the advent of heat seeking 
missiles the general view had been that there was no defense against them, but 
this proved erroneous. Avoidance devices were developed. It was her impres-
sion from talking to Gorbachev that the Soviets were following the same line of 
reasoning. They clearly fear U.S. technological prowess. However, Gorbachev 
suggested that the Soviets would either develop their own strategic defense sys-
tem [which the Reagan administration always claimed they already possessed]84 
or add additional offensive systems.” There were, she observed, “all sorts of de-
coys, jamming systems and technological developments such as making the 
missile boost phase even shorter. All these advances,” she warned, “make crisis 
management more and more diffi cult.” She also voiced skepticism that the pro-
gram was feasible on the grounds that if it were only 95 per cent successful, over 
60 million would still die from what got through.

Unlike Reagan, Thatcher approved of the balance of terror which Reagan 
had condemned as “this horrible threat.” “Nuclear weapons,” she argued, “have 
served not only to prevent a nuclear war, but they have also given us forty years 
of unprecedented peace in Europe. It would be unwise, she continued, to aban-
don a deterrence system that has prevented both nuclear and conventional war. 
Moreover, if we ever reach the stage of abolishing all nuclear weapons, this 
would make conventional, biological, or chemical war more likely.” As the dis-
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cussion proceeded, it became increasingly apparent that what most disturbed 
Thatcher was the horrifying prospect that the threat of US superiority was de-
stabilizing and yet the SDI system would actually prove all too imperfect as 
a defense. “Saying SDI as she understood it seemed to suggest inherent U.S. 
superiority, Mrs. Thatcher added that she was not convinced of the need to 
deploy such a system, particularly if it could eventually be knocked out by other 
technological advances.”85

SDI threatened to reopen the very rift that Carter had inadvertently created. 
The alliance was persuaded to approve SDI, former Foreign Secretary Geof-
frey Howe recalls, only “in order to bring constant economic and technologi-
cal pressure to bear on the USSR.”86 Howe recalls: “when Margaret Thatcher 
visited Washington she insistently demanded that the USA remain loyal to the 
idea and practice of nuclear containment. Otherwise, the reliability of Europe’s 
defense would have been undermined.”87 A battle thus began in Washington 
and between Washington and its allies between those who believed SDI worth-
while and practicable for its own sake and those who saw it as a means of break-
ing the back of the Russian economy or as a bargaining chip through which a 
rebalancing of power could be obtained.

THE CHERNENKO-GORBACHEV TRANSITION

The arrival of US Cruise and Pershing II missiles imminent by the end of 
the year, on 4 August 1983 Andropov told the Politburo: “Without wasting time, 
we must bring into action all the levers of possible infl uence upon the govern-
ments and parliaments of the NATO countries in order to create maximum 
obstruction against the deployment of American missiles in Europe.” Where-
upon the eager Gorbachev chimed in with a chorus on the “need to rebuff” 
Washington.88

A nasty incident that occurred on 31 August demonstrated the high cost in hu-
man life of the international tension mounting since the late seventies. That day 
a South Korean airliner was shot down by a nervous Soviet fi ghter- interceptor 
pilot when it fl ew directly over Kamchatka and Sakhalin, way off the course, 
its lights off, and unresponsive to the warning shots fi red at it by the Russians. 
Air defense mistook the Boeing for a military aircraft of similar design used for 
high altitude electronic reconnaissance. This point was stressed by Ustinov. In 
that theater twelve such overfl ights had recently occurred. The pilot was thus 
under enormous pressure to put an end to the new intrusion. When disaster 
struck and Moscow was pilloried at the UN with the unwarranted accusation 
that a civil aircraft had deliberately been shot down, the Politburo convened 
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with Chernenko in the chair to assess the political damage after Ogarkov, Kor-
nienko, and Kryuchkov had assembled all relevant information.

The entire leadership rallied round, including Gorbachev, who was con-
vinced that the Soviet response was “legal”—which entirely missed the point. 
He went on to advocate the adoption of “an offensive posture.” Ogarkov, given 
to conspiracy as an explanation, suggested: “It is quite possible that this was 
a pre-planned provocation insofar as American intelligence on each occasion 
tried to determine where our air defense forces are arrayed and how they oper-
ate.” Kornienko predictably took the same line.89

The last session of the Politburo chaired by Andropov was on 1 September 
1983. Since the summer he had been on haemodialysis at the central clini-
cal hospital.90 He seemed exhausted and lifeless. That day he fl ew south to 
the Crimea and never reappeared.91 He died at 4:50 p.m. on 9 February from 
kidney failure. This changed nothing of substance, however. In domestic af-
fairs the impulse for change had been faint but audible; yet the corruption of 
Soviet society continued apace even while economic growth momentarily rose 
by a fraction. In foreign policy, he had anyway worked carefully within the es-
tablished framework long fi xed with Ustinov and Gromyko. His successor left 
foreign policy entirely to Gromyko.

Adamishin noted that the differences between Andropov and Chernenko ef-
fectively made no difference in practice. “Yuva liked one arguing with him, sug-
gesting alternative decisions, even saying things that were scarcely patriotic. . . . 
But no practical consequences resulted.” Whereas Chernenko was very differ-
ent: “He completely depended upon position papers; he had no need of alter-
natives; and in matters of foreign policy he listened only to Andrei Andreevich 
[Gromyko].”92 Meeting Gromyko in September 1983 and again in January 1984 
Howe found him “absolutely uncompromising” on the issue of human rights. 
“And he didn’t believe in the West’s interest in arms limitation and peaceful 
coexistence. The position of the USSR at the time was hostile and defensive. 
It continued while Gromyko held the post of foreign minister.”93 Any change 
awaited the succession to Chernenko, whose failing health ensured the interval 
would be mercifully brief.

Under Chernenko Politburo meetings slowed down. He had been elected as 
a safe if shaky pair of hands. Vigorous Gorbachev became Second Secretary in 
charge of the Party secretariat, also taking control over the Politburo’s political 
committee, while retaining the agricultural portfolio.94 Foreign policy was para-
lyzed. When the Politburo met on 10 February 1984 to set the arrangements for 
Andropov’s funeral, “the anti-war movement” that had “attained great reach” 
within Western Europe sustained high hopes. Members congratulated them-
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selves on “the fi rm and unchanging” line held against the capitalist world.95 
Reagan thus had good grounds for holding back.

The SDI threatened the USSR in a number of ways. Above all it would re-
quire an enormous effort to raise the arms race to new technological levels, 
a further waste of scarce capital resources at a time when Moscow needed to 
divert military expenditure toward domestic investment. Washington was well 
aware of this; indeed, it was built into the advice the administration received 
from Rowen. Soviet labor productivity declined at an even faster rate in the last 
half of the seventies. Raw materials shortages, including fuel, transportation 
bottlenecks (rail), excess military expenditure, poor working incentives, fi nan-
cial conservatism in foreign trade (avoidance of debts to the West), and poor 
harvests all contributed to the problem.96

The SDI had a two-edged effect. It impressed upon hawks the need to acceler-
ate further development of offensive missile capabilities to outfl ank antimissile 
defense. It thus buttressed rearmament. For the doves, on the other hand, it un-
derlined the importance of negotiating concessions to forestall the realization 
of Reagan’s dream.97 Gorbachev found himself somewhere in between, though 
rarely equidistant between the two competing lobbies. He was strongly opposed 
to surrendering under pressure from SDI, which had in 1984 turned into an 
organization (the SDIO) under Lieutenant General James Abrahamson. It was 
in reaction to this that on 29 June Moscow under Chernenko proposed talks 
on prohibiting the militarization of outer space, with a moratorium on testing 
and deploying such weapons once negotiations began. Anxiety was thus hard 
to hide. “Considering the urgency and importance of the question, the Soviet 
government expects a speedy and positive response from the government of the 
USA,” Moscow announced, revealing a nervous hand.98

Shultz and the allies had become impatient to start negotiating. Reagan ap-
peared still in the hands of the diehards. Nevertheless a gut feeling began to 
emerge that he would “like to talk to him [Chernenko] about our problems 
man to man & see if I could convince him there would be a material benefi t to 
the Soviets if they’d join the family of nations etc.” On the other hand, Reagan 
did not “want to appear anxious which would tempt them to play games & pos-
sibly snub us.”99 The gut feeling was reinforced by Suzanne Massie, biographer 
of the last Tsar, when she lunched with Reagan on 1 March after her visit to 
Russia.100 Reagan also now shared the view of Chancellor Helmut Kohl, who 
visited him on 5 March, that “the Soviets are motivated, at least in part by inse-
curity & a suspicion that we & our allies mean them harm.” Kohl also thought 
Reagan should meet Chernenko.101 Yet, paradoxically, on 6 March 1984 Reagan 
addressed the National Association of Evangelicals in Columbus, Ohio, bluntly 
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stigmatizing the USSR as an “evil empire.” Switching positions was a decision 
diffi cult for him to take.

This speech had not, of course, been cleared with the State Department. 
Shultz immediately insisted on a meeting. Two days later he found himself 
surrounded by faces some of which he did not even recognize, including aca-
demics specializing on Russia but not practitioners of equivalent expertise. “It 
is time to probe and test,” Shultz insisted. In opposition stood National Security 
Adviser William Clark, whose outlook was accurately summed up by Shultz as 
that of dealing with the Russians only after they had changed. A further meeting 
on 11 March fi nally induced the President to agree that State move on Moscow. 
Shultz produced a memorandum, “Next Steps in U.S.-Soviet Relations,” four 
days later.102

Shultz was thus ready for Chernenko’s offer at the end of June. The US reply 
was cautiously ambiguous as to future negotiations. Both sides should “discuss 
and determine mutually acceptable approaches to talks on arms limitations in 
the areas that cause concern to each side.” This threw Moscow into turmoil. 
Not until September did it agree to talks. Chernenko announced that an agree-
ment banning space weapons “would not only prevent an arms race in outer 
space but, no less importantly, would facilitate the resolution of the questions of 
limiting and reducing other strategic weapons. I would particularly underline 
this.”103

The unwritten Soviet agenda was that were Washington to drop SDI, Mos-
cow would cut theater nuclear forces. Yet further attempts to draw Moscow out 
on this point met with silence and the press appeared reluctant even to endorse 
Chernenko’s statement. The announcement on 6 September that Ogarkov had 
been removed from his post at a time when Ustinov was gravely ill suggested 
that the Kremlin faced insubordination from the military.104 Moreover, Rea-
gan’s offer at the UN on 24 September of extending the arms control process 
met with an unyielding response from Gromyko three days later that effectively 
reneged on Chernenko’s original proposal. The United States, he insisted, had 
to remove “the obstacles which they created” before talks on strategic and the-
ater nuclear weapons could take place.105 Change was in the wind, neverthe-
less, with Gorbachev the heir presumptive.

Like many statesmen of note, Gorbachev was something of a mystery. Born 
2 March 1931 at the height of the forced collectivization of agriculture, he 
emerged rapidly from humble origins on a collective farm to become deputy 
secretary of the student Party organization at Moscow University under Stalin. 
His background and manner never suggested a man about to overthrow the 
established order that had done so much to advance him from the back of be-
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yond. In the latter stages Gorbachev emerged due above all to patronage from 
Andropov, the ascetic diehard who increasingly saw himself as a true follower 
of Lenin. When Gorbachev’s wife Raisa was visiting Pamela Harriman, grande 
dame of Washington, DC, and Churchill’s former daughter-in-law, she was 
shown to the bathroom and passed at the bedside a photo of Averell Harriman 
with Andropov: “We owe everything to him [Andropov],” she said.106

Better educated than his predecessors, naturally intelligent, and of consid-
erable charm, Gorbachev represented the kind of instinctive politician more 
often seen in the American Deep South. He reached out in a populist manner. 
When alert, he showed an uncanny ability to detect his interlocutor’s feelings 
even without an interpreter. Gorbachev was not embarrassingly informal like 
Carter, but he certainly was “kontaktny.”107 Ambitious, he made full use of his 
bailiwick in Stavropol, the northern Caucasus, to develop a tourist area favored 
by the leadership in order to obtain direct access to Brezhnev, but in particular 
to Andropov, about whom he had heard so much.108

Once a suitable hotel complex had been built, Andropov—a native of the 
region—appeared more regularly in Kislovodsk to take the waters. But, a man 
of few words and signifi cant understatement, Andropov gave little away when 
questioned for an impression of the young Gorbachev: “unusual” and “nice” 
were all he had to say initially.109 He was, however, more forthcoming to his 
son Igor, who recalls a comment around 1977 to the effect that Gorbachev 
could develop into “an outstanding worker, an outstanding leader . . . if, of 
course, nothing happens.”110 Andropov later indicated that Gorbachev stood 
above the rest, of whom he held a low opinion—gossips, careerists, and rogues. 
He pondered aloud as to how Gorbachev might be brought to Moscow.111 In-
deed, he seriously considered making Gorbachev deputy chairman of the KGB 
in charge of personnel.112 But he was pipped at the post. With the sudden death 
of Brezhnev loyalist Fyodor Kulakov, on 27 November 1978 Gorbachev was 
charged with the transformation of agriculture, which had always drawn the 
short straw in Soviet economic priorities.113 He had evidently impressed others 
as much as Andropov: Brezhnev reportedly commented that he was “a worthy 
Party leader.”114 Gorbachev was thus picked up by the Kremlin to breathe some 
life into a moribund portfolio and an increasingly geriatric Politburo.

In the West many dreamed that someone such as Gorbachev would appear. 
This was, after all, despite everything a system capable of spawning Dubček, 
author of the Prague Spring. Thatcher, in particular, took the view that “great 
men” determined the affairs of the world. Whereas many Americans believed 
(nurtured by the wrong kind of political science) that the USSR was essen-
tially a mighty machine of which the General Secretary was merely the most 
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 important cog, Thatcher was waiting for the right man to come along and end 
the Soviet system. At that stage, however, no one had any idea whom this might 
be. Downing Street thus set about inviting two or three possibilities to Britain.115 
The Foreign Secretary described it: “In the autumn of 1983 we came to the con-
clusion that the main thing was to begin a dialogue with the Soviet leadership. 
We faced the task to determine who would head the USSR in the near future, 
inasmuch as the life of Andropov was coming to an end, and Chernenko could 
be an interim fi gurehead.”116

At around this time a John the Baptist emerged to herald the arrival of the 
secular Savior. Fyodor Burlatsky was the leading Soviet political sociologist, for-
merly part of the Andropov team. He toured various universities in Britain and 
the United States in 1984 telling those Sovietologists willing to listen that a new 
leader was on the way who would transform the Soviet Union and East-West 
relations.117 In government note was taken because Gordievsky, who had been 
spying for MI6 since the early seventies, privately echoed Burlatsky’s opinion. 
Moreover, others knew better than any that Gorbachev had reformist instincts. 
When Zdeněk Mlynář, an old friend from Moscow university days, visited Stav-
ropol in June 1967, Gorbachev was still under the illusion that Brezhnev would 
prove a transitional fi gure, because reform was essential.118

Thatcher nevertheless had to fi nd out for herself. When it turned out that of 
those invited only Gorbachev could come, she determined this was an oppor-
tunity to be seized. Once in Britain Gorbachev did not, of course, contradict 
Politburo policy. No one would seriously have expected him to do so. Yet his 
entire approach to dealing with the USSR’s staunch adversary in person was 
refreshingly different: he argued endlessly and to all appearances enjoyed doing 
so. It was for this reason that at the end of the visit, when interviewed for televi-
sion on 17 December 1984, Thatcher cautiously but controversially expressed 
her optimism in a phase that was to echo into the future: “I like Mr. Gorbachev. 
We can do business together.”119

In Washington, DC, however, most believed she had lost her judgment.120 
Nevertheless Thatcher’s endorsement was signifi cant to Gorbachev for the 
longer term. Senior British diplomats openly joked that “she created him.” It 
would, though, be more true to say that Thatcher gave his reputation more than 
a nudge in the right direction. Rosalind Ridgeway, who headed the European 
section at State, recalls “the importance on the U.S. side” of “the external vali-
dation of Gorbachev by Mrs. Thatcher. It was very much a part of what made 
it possible for those who wanted to work the relationship in a positive way to 
go forward.”121 Gorbachev had inadvertently gained access to the world stage 
and made full use of it, thereby outdistancing his peers by a wide margin. The 
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relationship between Gorbachev and Thatcher thus became something like 
that of player and coach. A certain bond began to form between them which 
Thatcher’s friend and adviser on anti-Soviet affairs, Robert Conquest, found 
very frustrating. The problem was, of course, that coach and player belonged 
to opposing teams.

As Chernenko moved into hospital, word had it, however, that the succes-
sion was between Gromyko and Gorbachev. In late January 1985 signs emerged 
that both sides were prepared to go “va banque,” and that if Gorbachev pressed 
his case at the Politburo, “they will not let him through.” The decision would 
then have to go to a Central Committee plenum.122 This would have been 
embarrassing for all. In the event Gromyko, statesman rather than Party man, 
realized he could not count on support beyond Moscow. In charge of the Cen-
tral Committee’s all-powerful general department, Yegor Ligachev had been 
slowly but surely amassing appointments with a view to the succession, so that 
the hinterland of regional Party secretaries from the provinces were to a greater 
extent Gorbachev men. Convinced of the need to take second best, Gromyko 
thus sent word through his son, the Africanist Anatoly, via Yevgeny Primakov, a 
mutual friend, to Alexander Yakovlev. Yakovlev had befriended Gorbachev dur-
ing the latter’s visit to Canada in 1983, another brief foreign visit that reinforced 
his sense of Russian backwardness. Yakovlev now headed the Institute of World 
Economy and International Relations in Moscow.123

The deal offered was that Gromyko propose Gorbachev as General Secretary 
and, on assuming offi ce, Gorbachev would then give him the honorifi c post 
of President.124 Chernenko died at 7:20 p.m. on 10 March, ultimately of heart 
failure following emphysema, chronic hepatitis, and cirrhosis. The Politburo 
met the following day and Gromyko duly spoke in support of Gorbachev as his 
replacement, pointing out that Brezhnev had consulted him about bringing 
Gorbachev to Moscow and in so doing referred to his “indomitable, creative 
energy.”125

GORBACHEV IN POWER

However, Gromyko also thought he could then elevate his like-minded dep-
uty at the Minindel, Kornienko, into the post of Foreign Minister so that he, 
Gromyko, could continue to run matters at one remove.126 He won the presi-
dency, but it became immediately apparent that Gorbachev was not about to 
let foreign policy stultify. On 15 March Gorbachev recounted his meetings with 
foreign leaders in Moscow for Chernenko’s funeral: “We told the NATO Pow-
ers candidly that the Americans evidently wish to drag out the negotiations in 
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Geneva indefi nitely, thereby lessening the degree of alarm among the nations 
of the world; sowing disunity in the peace movement. Of course, we cannot al-
low this. Therefore the focus on Europe in our diplomatic, political, and other 
activities is extremely important to us. Here we have to be considerably more 
resolute and fl exible.”127 Given this overriding need, Americanist Gromyko had 
to go. The subsequent plenum of the Central Committee on 23 April empha-
sized the importance of activating foreign policy.128 On 30 June Gorbachev tele-
phoned a friend of like mind, Georgian Party Secretary Eduard Shevardnadze, 
a former Interior Minister, intelligent and open-minded but with absolutely 
no specialist knowledge of or experience in foreign affairs, to offer the Foreign 
Ministry. On the following day when this was announced to the Politburo, Gro-
myko returned to the ministry in fury; Kornienko was stunned.129 The appoint-
ment of Shevardnadze went through on 16 July.

Shevardnadze was pragmatic. But his instincts were for change. The man clos-
est to Gorbachev and with the greatest impact upon him was another enigma: 
this was the tiny, squat fi gure of Yakovlev, with the large tufts of dark hair on 
both sides of the bald cone of a head—he chaired meetings on a raised seat—
but a man to be taken extremely seriously. Also of peasant stock, his mother 
entirely illiterate, his father barely literate, Yakovlev was born on 2 December 
1923 in the village of Korolevo near Yaroslavl. Older than Gorbachev, a war 
veteran chosen for the higher Party school, Yakovlev was swiftly advanced to the 
Central Committee apparatus in Moscow at barely thirty years of age, where he 
witnessed the extraordinary proceedings of the Twentieth Party Congress from 
the balcony. Never an orthodox thinker, he reacted with ambivalence, being a 
young war veteran, yet at the same time part of a generation looking forward to 
a better life even under Soviet conditions.

One of three in the fi rst cultural exchange with the United States, Yakovlev 
studied at Columbia University, where, in the more homely teaching library 
at the St. John’s hostel nearby, he educated himself into a new understand-
ing of the world. He was impressed. “There were not even such books in the 
special collection” of the Lenin Library, he noted.130 He also attended Alex 
Dallin’s classes on the Soviet Union and world communism alongside Serewyn 
Bialer.131 During that period he spent a month traveling across the country, ev-
ery three to four days with a different family. He never liked the West—indeed, 
at times he could sound viscerally xenophobic132—but he was sure the USSR 
lagged behind for lack of democracy. Yakovlev believed Stalin a Russian fas-
cist. And his reaction to the destruction of the Prague Spring had to be kept 
to himself not least because of its cold ferocity: “After Budapest and Prague I 
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understood that the notion of a [Soviet] commonwealth is a chimera and had 
not the slightest future.”133

It was certainly true that the problem Moscow faced from Washington was 
far greater than anything elsewhere. And, given Reagan’s strategy of economic 
pressure, the need to outfl ank him seemed self-evident—at least to the reformist 
camp. The interconnection between foreign and domestic policies was crucial, 
Yakovlev insisted: “A rational foreign policy that has been thought through will 
allow us to save substantial sums that will, for instance, reduce the cost of main-
taining our defense capability.”134

Initially, though, and on the usual bad advice, Gorbachev played with the 
idea of setting Western Europe at odds with the United States—the customary 
wedge-driving that had never led to anything productive in the past. Yakovlev 
followed this line in a memorandum on 12 March. Here he warned Gorbachev 
of the American “aspiration to confi ne our relations with the West to the Soviet-
American framework (the USA is watching its allies with concern).”135 Drawing 
on this brief, Gorbachev was determined to amplify his range of action beyond 
Washington. “We told the NATO people to their faces that the Americans evi-
dently want to drag out the talks at Geneva to infi nity; by this means making 
the people more anxious, disrupting the movement in the defense of peace. 
We cannot, of course, allow this. Therefore,” Gorbachev concluded, “the Eu-
ropean orientation of our diplomatic, political, and other activities is extremely 
important for us. Here we must be much more resolute and fl exible.”136 Anatoly 
Chernyaev, soon to become Gorbachev’s right-hand man in foreign policy, re-
calls that until 1986 “the prevailing tactic was ‘the indirect approach’ via pres-
sure on Western Europe, by means of stimulating friction within the Atlantic 
alliance, through propaganda . . . that is in effect the traditional line though 
with novel aims—to attain real disarmament.”137

At a conference of secretaries of the Central Committee held in his Kremlin 
offi ce on 15 March, following Chernenko’s funeral, Gorbachev “noted that our 
conversation with the Prime Minister of England, Thatcher, had a somewhat 
different character” from those with other leaders. The US delegation led by 
Vice President George Bush and Shultz left a general impression of mediocrity. 
In contrast, “she spoke quite decisively in favour of expanding bilateral eco-
nomic, scientifi c and cultural ties between our countries. Thatcher also stated 
that she was in favour of energising the dialogue aimed at establishing better 
trust between member states of the Warsaw Pact and members of NATO.” Gor-
bachev “told the NATO countries openly that the Americans, apparently, want 
to prolong the negotiations in Geneva indefi nitely. . . . Of course, we cannot 
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allow this to happen. Therefore, the European orientation of our diplomatic, 
political and other actions is extremely important for us.”138

It became rapidly apparent, however, that Europe was just a matter of tactics 
within a traditionally Americocentric strategy. Adamishin was a member of the 
ruling collegium and head of the fi rst European department. He noted: “Once 
again they focus everything de facto on the USA . . . once again they undervalue 
Europe’s potential; they want to give nothing to it, throwing what little crumbs 
there are to the Americans. They quietly stuff them in their pockets and make 
no moves of their own, which just legitimises our hard-line stance.” The Minin-
del was dominated by Americanists under Kornienko. “The Military Industrial 
Committee and its representatives in the Foreign Ministry are strong and in con-
trast to the liberal doves behave insolently,” the embittered Adamishin wrote. 
Kornienko’s recent conversation with him underlined certain features of their 
approach: “They think (or give that impression) in purely military categories: 
how many of these against how many of those. The political pluses are not taken 
into account as a result of their intangibility.” Equally evident was “the burning 
desire to do nothing, for the legitimate question arises, why things weren’t done 
differently before and who will answer for that. The dead clasp the living.”139

The close bonds between the military-industrial complex and senior Ameri-
canists were longstanding. The substitution of Shevardnadze for Gromyko 
therefore promised change. The announcement was made in early July along 
with news that Moscow had agreed to a summit in Geneva on 19–20 November 
1985. Not everyone was pleased. Unable to contain his irritation, Dobrynin in-
discreetly confi ded to Shultz: “Our foreign policy is going down the drain. They 
have named an agricultural type.”140 And even Adamishin despaired at “new 
words in foreign policy and old deeds. The Military-Industrial Committee and 
its representatives in the Foreign Ministry are trying more than ever to engage 
those newly empowered in old behaviour and the old line. They also under-
stand that if changes are made in politico-military questions, where the military 
would have to be whipped into line, then this will obviously not happen soon, 
not being among the top priorities.” Adamishin shared these thoughts with She-
vardnadze, but he responded conventionally that “in security questions the fi -
nal word is with the military,” “G.M. [Kornienko] knows about these questions; 
he has good contacts with the military” and so on.141 Adamishin was appalled. 
He never understood “why G.M. [Kornienko] adopts such an uncompromising 
position in favour, let us be blunt, of the military.”142 This habitual approach 
guided Soviet policy in the run-up to the fi rst summit with Reagan, at Geneva. 
And it failed utterly. Disillusioned, Shevardnadze’s aide Sergei Tarasenko re-
calls, “In Geneva we were ashamed of our leader.”143
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“Geneva ended up a cul-de-sac,” Gorbachev came to conclude.144 The sum-
mit was held at the Maison Fleur d’Eau, Geneva, on 19 November 1985. Gor-
bachev astounded Aleksandrov-Agentov with the amount of time devoted to 
preparing his negotiating position. They were up until four in the morning and 
at work again at seven.145 When they met, it soon became clear to Reagan that 
SDI was the core issue. While he asserted that it was purely defensive, even 
with respect to space-based missiles, Gorbachev insisted it made sense only “if 
it is to defend against a retaliatory strike.”146 Why would Washington want to 
introduce such a destabilizing system into the relationship? Gorbachev insisted 
he “could not ignore the importance of the problem.” And he had diffi culty on 
occasion in keeping his temper when confronted with Reagan’s “banalities.” 
The tone became threatening at times when Gorbachev complained that “the 
U.S. had the impression that the USSR was weak and could be painted into a 
corner.”147

Most of what occurred had been prefi gured in preparatory talks between 
Shultz and Gorbachev. “We know what’s going on,” Gorbachev insisted. “We 
know why you’re doing this. You’re inspired by illusions. You think you’re ahead 
of us in information. You think you’re ahead of us in technology and that you 
can use these things to gain superiority over the Soviet Union. But this is an 
illusion. . . . First, you believe that the Soviet Union is less economically power-
ful and therefore it would be weakened by an arms race. Second, that you have 
the higher technology and therefore SDI would give you superiority over the 
Soviet Union in weapons. Third, that the Soviet Union is more interested in ne-
gotiations in Geneva than you are. Fourth, that the Soviet Union only thinks of 
damaging U.S. interests around the world. And fi fth, that it would be wrong to 
trade with the Soviet Union because this would just raise its capability.”148 And 
as to SDI, Gorbachev said no compromise was possible without some guarantee 
against the militarization of space. Without that, Moscow “will let you bankrupt 
yourselves. But also we will not reduce our offensive missiles. We will engage in 
a buildup that will break your shield.”149

Much of this was bluff. “The Analysis of Work on the American SDI Program,” 
which was produced by the Central Committee’s Military-Industrial Sector in 
the late summer of 1989, warned that the Soviet Union was “increasingly out of 
touch with the newest technologies” in the face of the near-term American aim 
of “establishing the necessary scientifi c basis for the development and creation 
in essence of new means of armed struggle and security systems, including wag-
ing war in outer space.”150 Gorbachev nevertheless stubbornly sided with the 
military in believing SDI could be countered. “It is possible to create a system 
for the destruction of their SDI systems. One can deploy nuclear explosions in 
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space for these purposes,” he told the Politburo.151 But at what cost? Gorbachev 
never made that clear. After further concluding that Soviet fears only encour-
aged the Americans to proceed with the program, Gorbachev emphasized that 
“we have to stop being afraid of SDI.”152 Moreover, when foreign policy adviser 
Chernyaev argued that he “personally never believed that we had an effi cient 
response to SDI,” Gorbachev “dismissed it, saying, ‘You just don’t understand 
that subject.’”153

Akhromeyev and Kornienko had opposed cutting the SS-20, though they were 
fi nally overruled by Gorbachev. Prior to the summit, with Kornienko in New 
York accompanying Shevardnadze, fellow Americanist Deputy Foreign Minis-
ter Viktor Komplektov smelled the whiff of conspiracy. He “attempted at the 
last minute to call [Colonel-General Nikolai] Chervov (‘what are you deciding 
in secret?’—this given the fact that beforehand everything was actually decided 
by our Americanists in secret), but the train has already departed.”154 More-
over, at Geneva Kornienko typically almost sabotaged an agreed communiqué 
through a sleight of hand until his bluff was called at Shultz’s instruction.155

Back in Moscow Gorbachev briefed the Politburo. He lambasted Reagan as 
“a product of the military-industrial complex, of its most right-wing, reaction-
ary wing. The essence of his thought has not changed. But our pressure, our 
strength, and world public opinion are having their effect upon him. He was 
obliged to meet us. It was important to him because the USA is heading for 
elections. Our policy—broad, objective, constructive—has had a certain po-
litical and economic impact.” Of course, he acknowledged, no fundamental 
changes in relations had occurred; “nothing good could be expected.” Military 
confrontation would continue. His conclusion was that “Party organizations 
must hold fi rmly to the business of defense. Among the people doubts have 
arisen: is the United States fooling us? That is to say, we also need force, the 
reinforcement of defense. For us this is ‘the holy of holies.’”156

GORBACHEV GRASPS THE ZERO OPTION

Yet it was only as a result of the failure at Geneva that Gorbachev insisted 
upon more radical change. It illustrates the fact that throughout negotiations 
with Washington from the time of Chernenko the abiding aim was to eliminate 
the SDI. First Deputy Chief of the General Staff from 1987 to 1989 was General 
Vladimir Lobov. When asked whether he did not realize that the Americans 
were bluffi ng with SDI, Lobov said: “I wish we did! . . . It is a good thing the 
U.S.’s allies refused to play along. In any event, as long as the possibility existed, 
we had to take some kind of countermeasures.”157 Deputy Foreign Minister 
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and Americanist Alexander Bessmertnykh recalls the atmosphere in Moscow 
as having been “very tense for the fi rst years of the Reagan administration es-
pecially because of the SDI program: it frightened us very much.”158 Similarly, 
Tarasenko recalls that “we were afraid of SDI.” But did Moscow have no an-
swer to it? Not so, according to Tarasenko: “We had no such answer!” At the 
Minindel “the idea was not taken seriously. . . . But Gorbachev didn’t read this 
criticism. The generals kept feeding him all this information about the threat 
of SDI.”159

Anxious for progress, in January 1986 Gorbachev was persuaded to move 
toward the zero option on theater nuclear forces—abandonment of both the 
SS-20 and the new US weapons in Europe—that Reagan had advocated back in 
1981. This proposal was prepared by Akhromeyev and was hammered together 
by head of its Treaty and Legal Department Nikolai Chervov and fi rst deputy 
Viktor Starodubov. Gorbachev was briefed on it in the Crimea before fi naliza-
tion by Chervov.160 The general message Gorbachev was trying to convey was, 
as Chernyaev put it, “there will be no war.”161

Had Akhromeyev not preempted, the military would have found Gorbachev 
increasingly unsympathetic. Adamishin noted that the military had already “be-
gun to bristle. They are already beginning to feel under pressure from various 
sides . . . the Military-Industrial Committee is a state within a state, around 
40 percent of productive capacity; no one knows what they are up to. . . . 
 Everything has been fenced off with signs: ‘the interests of security,’ ‘secrets,’ 
and so on.”162 The movement toward serious change now gained momentum. 
Crucially, in February, realizing that he was no longer really well regarded, 
 Alexandrov-Agentov stepped down and gave way to Chernyaev, Yakovlev’s fa-
vorite for the post. Meanwhile in May Gorbachev came to Smolenskaya for 
the fi rst time to address Shevardnadze’s team. No record was ever released of 
what was said; however, Tarasenko recalls in particular Gorbachev’s biting criti-
cism of the “American abscess” that had developed at the Minindel. He wanted 
greater attention to Europe and the Third World.163

At the urging of Chernyaev, Gorbachev realized the need to force implemen-
tation of policy into line with the spirit and substance of his own statements. 
Doubtless the nuclear explosion at Chernobyl on 26 April alerted him to how 
little had changed in the Soviet Union and to the costs of failure. His outburst 
at the Politburo in the spring reveals the depth of frustration and irritation at 
the glaring gap “between our policy statements and the stance taken in negotia-
tions. . . . Where is it that policy decisions get eroded and why? . . . Most likely 
it is inertia. But if it is resistance, then we cannot work with such comrades.”164 
“Our Foreign Ministry has given up,” Gorbachev told Honecker, “and doesn’t 
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believe in progress.”165 Thus in late April Kornienko was removed to the Inter-
national Department as deputy head now under Dobrynin.

Gorbachev was more than ever convinced from “our sources” that the Ameri-
cans “wish to allow negotiations to run up a one-way street. We have removed 
the one-way street,” he claimed. “The NATO states are now well aware of this 
and have begun to exert pressure.”166 Writing to Reagan on 15 September, Gor-
bachev lamented the sorry fact that “in almost a year since Geneva there has 
been no movement” on the key issues. Rather than wait until he visited the 
United States, Gorbachev suggested that “we have a quick one-to-one meeting, 
let us say in Iceland or in London, may be just for one day, to engage in a strictly 
confi dential, private, and frank discussion (possibly with only our foreign min-
isters present).”167 Reagan rejected London as an option and insisted on the 
prior release of political prisoners. Dobrynin argued that only the Americans 
would benefi t from a summit. But Gorbachev was insistent.168 In Soviet tradi-
tion, Dobrynin was then tasked with heading a working group to prepare for the 
meeting. Gorbachev told him that “what we need is a breakthrough and not the 
usual shoddy goods under the slogan ‘all or nothing.’”169

Washington was divided. Shultz pressed for “substantive progress” on arms 
control and human rights. “The American people are all for it,” he encouraged 
Reagan.170 The summit was thus scheduled for 11–12 October 1986 at Höfdi 
House in Reykjavik overlooking Faxfl óe Bay. Reagan saw the meeting as no 
more than a means of accelerating progress in resolving differences. “I do not 
anticipate signing any agreements,” he made clear on 7 October.171 Reagan 
thus arrived unprepared. Reformists complained that Gorbachev was “still not 
acting very decisively.”172 There was good reason for this. Although Gorbachev 
sought “to draw Reagan into discussing substance,” he also believed that “in 
general nothing can, in truth, be done with this administration.” Thus the idea 
was “to knock Reagan off balance,” to fi nd out “what the real substance is; in 
what respect the USA is bluffi ng; what can be obtained; what can now be got 
from them.” And if the summit collapsed, “then we can say: this is how far we 
were willing to go!”173 Indeed, Gorbachev expected a “diffi cult” meeting and 
could “not exclude the possibility of a failure.” Reagan was “holding a meeting 
for the sake of a meeting.” But Gorbachev was counting at the very least on a 
publicity coup: “We will aid those forces that are represented by Genscher, 
for example.”174 In one sense he was decisive in being determined to outfl ank 
Reagan. He thus surprised the Americans with a radical package including a 
stunning 50 percent cut in strategic weapons—which Reagan had previously 
demanded—and complete elimination of all theater nuclear weapons in Eu-
rope excepting those of Britain and France (Reagan’s zero option).

.
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The offer caught Reagan off guard. Momentary panic ensued because 
NATO had not been consulted. Both Kohl and Thatcher would be alarmed, 
as, indeed, they were when they heard that Reagan succumbed to Gorbachev’s 
siren call as a long-term aim to abolish nuclear weapons entirely. Then came 
the coup de grâce; Gorbachev insisted that the Americans renounce SDI in 
terms of development beyond the laboratory. But to Reagan “Gorbachev was 
asking him to give up the thing he’d promised not to give up.”175 After sustained 
argument, Reagan walked out of the meeting in fury. But it was clear to Shultz, 
at least, that SDI had given the USA the leverage that brought Moscow to the 
table. “If he had given in on SDI, all other progress we had achieved with the 
Soviets would have been problematic,” he recalls.176

Gorbachev was still working very much within old structures beholden to the 
military-industrial sector and to a standard repertoire. Only the performance 
varied. As Starodubov noted: “Gorbachev for quite some time avoided entering 
into open confl ict with the military.”177 From the General Staff Danilevich, too, 
remarked that from 1985 through 1986 Gorbachev “was still swimming with the 
stream.”178 That was why senior diplomats, who hoped for substantial change, 
were so depressed. Even Yakovlev was contemptuous of the whole process: 
each side was trying to deceive the other and part of the Soviet team of experts 
was trying to deceive its own side. At one time, Yakovlev recalls, Lev Zaikov—
installed by Gorbachev as Party overseer of the defense industry—telephoned 
and asked how many delivery vehicles they had. Yakovlev replied, 39,000. No, 
said Zaikov, 43,000. But our briefi ng papers say 39,000, retorted Yakovlev. Zai-
kov had forced out of a senior fi gure at the Ministry of Defense the true fi gure. 
“In this way they deceived us about other types of weapons as well,” Yakovlev 
recollected. On his view a fantastic 70 percent of Soviet industry was engaged 
in military production.179

Reykjavik was a failure. Indeed, it was followed shortly after by Reagan’s ab-
rogation of SALT II. It was misconceived to believe that any progress could 
be made by the approach taken in Iceland. It did, however, prove a turning 
point in one respect. Tarasenko—not unimpressed by what he deftly called 
Reagan’s “judicious idealism”180—refl ected years later that “after Reykjavik we 
grew up.”181 This was not immediately apparent, however. Indeed, Gorbachev 
returned ever more determined to outmaneuver Reagan. “I would in no re-
spect call Reykjavik a failure,” Gorbachev insisted. To the extent that it was 
“a setback,” Gorbachev put it down to two misconceptions held by “certain 
circles in the West”: “First, that the Russians fear SDI and will therefore make 
any concessions. And, second, that we are interested in disarmament more 
than the United States.” At Reykjavik, Gorbachev said, they “very soon felt that 
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they expect me to show ‘my cards’ in full. At the same time the President ar-
rived without a specifi c program, merely to pick up the fruit and put it in his 
basket.”182 “The US administration is shedding its outer camoufl age in favor of 
the military-industrial complex.” Condemnation of the USSR for breaching 
SALT II was “a provocation, a means of legitimizing ‘positions of strength.’” 
Gorbachev believed that “against the background of Reykjavik the true essence 
of Reagan’s policy becomes all the more evident.” But he was not about to give 
up: “Now what is expected of us is not only words but also deeds in response to 
this display.”183

Summing up, Gorbachev insisted that “Reykjavik is a new beginning for our 
all-out peace offensive. We need to develop new approaches to our military 
doctrine, including the structure of our armed forces and defense industry, and 
possible retaliation to SDI.”184 Yet it was evidently a contentious meeting. Both 
Gorbachev and Shevardnadze had to emphasize to the remainder of the Polit-
buro that they had conceded nothing vital. Shevardnadze insisted that, though 
Moscow had to fi ght its corner, contact with Washington should not be broken. 
There had been no concessions, he argued, disingenuously; at least, nothing 
essential—“These were diplomatic concessions.”185

“The only thing I don’t understand,” wrote the ever-despairing Adamishin 
managing European affairs, “is why intermediate-range weapons are tied into 
the SDI; why this wasn’t decided on the spot—Shevardnadze could have been 
called to the meeting; a break in the proceedings could have been called.” And 
where had this package come from? The Military-Industrial Committee?186 Yet 
it was Gorbachev’s own idea to forge this linkage: “in a very authoritarian man-
ner, no one objected, although earlier Shevà had tried, entirely accurately, to 
point out that it was not worth it.” But no one backed him.187 Gorbachev’s 
thinking was that “With the help of the package, we will pull Europe to our 
side against the SDI through the issue of theater nuclear weapons, and tie up 
the Americans through [proposals on] strategic weapons.”188 Furthermore Gor-
bachev still felt the need to carry the Politburo with him. And both his num-
ber two Ligachev and Gromyko, now President, insisted that INF—especially 
the fate of the SS-20—not be decoupled from SDI.189 The old guard had pre-
vailed.190 The Foreign Minister remained isolated outside his own department.

After Gorbachev’s return, on 14 October 1986 the Politburo took a dual-
tracked decision that had him straddling two very different policies in the 
military-industrial sector. The resolution instructed the Ministry of Defense to 
bring forward proposals on the structure of strategic nuclear forces to anticipate 
an agreement with Washington on reductions. But it simultaneously provided 
for the acceleration of work on retaliatory measures against a multilayered an-
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timissile defense system, above all in outer space. Then in mid-December an 
“evaluation of the politico-military situation” suggested that now the focus had 
to be upon Europe, “where the task awaits of renewing détente.” The corollary 
was that Washington had lost infl uence. Reagan suffered defeat at the Novem-
ber congressional elections; the Iran-Contra scandal had damaged the reputa-
tion of the administration; the national debt was rising; no achievements had 
been attained in foreign policy; and Reagan was under attack for failing to 
consult his allies at Reykjavik and for acting “impulsively and having made a 
mess of things.” The conclusion drawn was that the shift to the Right was over. 
Thus Reagan needed agreement on nuclear disarmament. “What was SDI after 
all—the American have yet to understand it themselves.” SDI was “a façade,” 
it was “a convenient fl ag,” it was “a big American stomach for processing ‘grey 
matter’ for internal and external digestion.”191

It took sustained US pressure to prompt Soviet concessions of substance. 
A negative assessment of the prospects of a deal on strategic arms reductions 
produced in January 1987 was purloined by Moscow soon thereafter. From this 
the only ray of hope for Gorbachev appeared to be removal of theater nuclear 
weapons from the package of proposals offered.192 Evidently as a result of this 
reassessment Moscow launched an initiative on 28 February in order to set 
disarmament in motion by concluding a treaty to dispose of theater nuclear 
forces.193 This was not easily done without losing face. Writing to Vitaly Kataev 
at the Party’s Military-Industrial Sector on 16 March, Akhromeyev emphasized 
the asymmetries at work: “It has to be borne in mind that their creation and 
development in the Soviet Union and the USA in the postwar period proceeded 
differently. In the USSR they were developed in the light of their being cheaper 
relative to contemporary fi ghter planes, and we moved ahead of the Americans 
in their construction.” Whereas the Americans focused on tactical aviation.194 
This could prove a recipe for failure to reach agreement, because it would once 
again raise the thorny issue of FBS that had been deliberately excluded from 
the talks hitherto.

A major incentive, however, to ensure agreement lay in the fact that “the 
SS-20s [RSD-10] were a nightmare for Europe, and the Pershing IIs were, of 
course, a nightmare for us.”195 Moreover, even Gromyko now acknowledged 
that SS-20 deployment had been a grave error.196 Chernyaev’s argument that 
Washington would concede on other matters of greater importance, such as 
SDI, only if Western Europe was drawn toward Moscow and world opinion 
made itself felt in Washington must have made the prospect of dumping the 
original all-inclusive package easier to accept; though not without a great deal 
of reluctance.197
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THE FALLOUT FROM THE INF TREATY

Tensions within Moscow were hard to contain, however. The leadership 
were inaugurating a new fi ve-year plan. The problem as stated by Gorbachev 
was that “we have to combine both ‘guns and butter.’ It is hard, very hard. . . . If 
we retreat, if we get swayed, the outcome will be the same as with the reform of 
1956.” It was deeply depressing. “We just think we govern. We’re just imagining 
it.”198 The “guns” drew increasing criticism. Adamishin noted that those “on the 
left” believed it was “necessary to be more decisive with the military,” but that 
Gorbachev “remains cautious.”199 In May Defense Minister Sokolov gloomily 
concluded that Washington would breach the ABM treaty and develop the SDI 
to the point of no return. Thus agreement on strategic arms reductions in the 
immediate future had “little prospect.” The Ministry argued that restructuring 
proposals for negotiation was not a good idea. Instead they should move ahead 
with retaliatory measures against multilayered antimissile defense and creation 
of “an antisatellite capability for the destruction of the components of the outer 
space layer of the USA’s antimissile defense.”200 This would certainly accelerate 
the arms race still further. Shevardnadze thus pressed ahead on theater nuclear 
weapons with no great prospect of success. It made him ever more critical of 
the military as a result. At a meeting of the Defense Council military doctrine 
came under discussion. Akhromeyev described the scenario if war broke out 
with twenty-three potential adversaries. Danilevich describes what happened. 
“His attitude enraged Shevardnadze, who said: ‘Is this the basis for our defense 
strategy? You want to fi ght practically the entire world!’”201

A bolt from the blue then miraculously came to the aid of the beleaguered 
Shevardnadze and seriously undercut Gorbachev’s confi dence in the advice 
from the armed forces that had hitherto paralyzed his policy on disarmament. 
Relations were already strained between civil and military. Ogarkov, in retire-
ment, was said to be “very upset.” But “to him,” Gorbachev snapped, “it is just 
the more the better.” The Reykjavik summit had increased such “hissing” among 
the ranks. “It is the generals who are trying to scare us,” he warned Politburo 
members on 1 December 1986, “they are afraid that they would have nothing to 
do. There is enough work left for four or fi ve generations of generals.”202 Then, 
on 28 May 1987 Matthias Rust, a young West German with an unrestrained 
sense of adventure fortuitously fl ew a tiny Cessna plane across the Finnish fron-
tier toward Moscow, where he circled the Kremlin before landing just off Red 
Square.

Nothing epitomized the underlying structural defects in the air defense sys-
tem more than this embarrassing incident. The news broke while the allied 
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communist leaders gathered in Warsaw on 29 May. Gorbachev could not con-
ceal his amazement and fury. “It is even worse than Chernobyl,” he exploded. 
“It is an absolute disgrace.”203 At the Politburo on the following morning Gor-
bachev did not mince words. “The Ministry of Defense has shown scandalous 
impotence.” The leadership had to work out how to explain it all to the Party 
and public. Deputy Minister Marshal Pyotr’ Lushev lamely argued by way of 
excuse that this was an atypical situation. “And how will we act in combat con-
ditions when atypical situations arise?” Gorbachev interjected. Moreover, this 
was not the only instance of this kind. One such aircraft had been hijacked to 
Turkey only a decade before.204 After merely a fi fteen-minute break, Sokolov 
was summarily dismissed and replaced by a mediocrity with a background in 
personnel, Dmitrii Yazov.205 Not only would he take a considerable period of 
time to understand what was going on, but his limited background ill-fi tted him 
to his new role.

The incident provided an opportunity for establishing political control over 
the military. “For a long time,” Nikolai Ryzhkov said, “the army was a kind of 
forbidden zone for inspecting what was going on in it. As a result of this a cer-
tain corrosion has taken place.” Both Syria and Libya had complained at the 
poor quality of the air defense they had received. With more than one grievance 
to sustain him given military resistance to his disarmament proposals, Shevard-
nadze lunged without restraint. “I must say plainly that what we have done in 
the country for reconstruction did not have any fundamental impact on our 
army. But with respect to the army, it always had a certain autonomy which was 
argued on the basis of its special conditions. This served as a barrier for informa-
tion about its circumstances. I think we must have complete information about 
the state of affairs in the army.”206

“In the army,” Shevardnadze continued, “we have beatings and even pillag-
ing, plunder and other instances of law-breaking among our forces in Afghani-
stan, in Mongolia and Hungary. I fear that there is insuffi cient discipline in the 
army; instances of drug addiction have been observed. The people know this.” 
The army was being “devalued.” “We have been fi ghting for eight years in Af-
ghanistan. And what has changed in this term? Why do 100,000 of our forces in 
this country show their impotence?” He concluded by calling for resignations. 
The meeting closed with Sokolov’s resignation.207

Then on 6 August the Politburo resolved to declassify the defense budget over 
the course of the next two to three years.208 The military were now visibly in 
disarray. The path was thus open for fundamental change in the disarmament 
negotiations. Chernyaev recalls that “it took a long time to convince them [the 
military] of the need to take the SS-20s out of Europe.”209 By late November, 
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however, Shevardnadze had drawn Akhromeyev into his web. As negotiations 
proceeded it was, noted Adamishin, “pathetic to see how he [Akhromeyev] met 
his end; in certain situations he visibly suffered.”210 Finally, on 7 December 
1987 Gorbachev arrived in Washington to sign the resultant treaty eliminating 
intermediate-range and shorter-range missiles on the following day.

The reasons behind the INF treaty were outlined by the Politburo com-
mittee responsible (Zaikov, Chebrikov, Shevardnadze, Yazov, Dobrynin, and 
Maslyukov): “to take the fi rst step along the road to the genuine liquidation of 
nuclear arsenals . . . to remove from Europe the American Pershing II missiles 
(particularly dangerous to us because of their small fl ight time and high degree 
of accuracy) and ground-launched Cruise missiles; to exert serious pressure on 
European and world public opinion, demonstrating the initial results of our 
new approach on the world stage.”211 Similarly, Major-General Yuri Lebedev, 
deputy head of the General Staff Treaty and Legal Directorate argued that “the 
problem of eliminating medium-range missiles and operational-tactical mis-
siles has, one might say, become the key to resolving other major problems in 
limiting the nuclear arms race, in disarmament, including such problems as 
forestalling an arms race in outer space.”212

However, a Party meeting of the department on 29 December attacked the 
“mistakes that were permitted in the preparation of the treaty on intermediate-
range forces, when we defended our positions with inadequate fi rmness and 
gave way to the Americans.” In the written version of the criticism given by Sub-
botin, the words “gave way” were substituted for the words “gave in.” Criticism 
was hedged around with agreement in principle and focused on preparation 
that linked to relations between members of the department and corresponding 
members of the Minindel. And criticism focused on the state of those relations 
not just in respect of the INF treaty. One offi cer, Tatarnikov, “said that for cer-
tain employees of the Foreign Ministry perestroika is a matter of surrendering 
positions to our adversaries.” Others argued that the selection of the military 
element in the delegation was “done frequently on the principle of who was ‘ac-
ceptable’ and who ‘unacceptable.’” The sentiment was expressed “that senior 
fi gures in the legal and treaty department [sic] of the General Staff directorate, 
who fi rmly hold to instructions given from the center and demand, if necessary, 
the right to communicate their particular point of view to the leadership, meet 
with a disapproving attitude on the part of Foreign Ministry employees. And 
vice versa.”213

In response the corresponding Politburo committee, made up mainly from 
the Military-Industrial Sector, agreed that on occasion at Geneva some behav-
ior could be explained by the “attempts of our diplomats to maneuver on their 
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own account especially at high level meetings to avoid taking with them ‘un-
congenial’ specialists whose opinion might complication discussions.” But the 
committee would not countenance criticism that diplomats had been making 
concessions to the adversary “even on those questions that are the prerogative of 
the military section of the delegation,” but it did agree that diplomats had a ten-
dency “to aim solely at reaching results instantaneously as a result of which they 
frequently surrender positions on questions of principle.” This was most evident 
in the negotiations on conventional armaments at Vienna. The committee also 
agreed that the Foreign Ministry tended to try to vet potential delegates from 
other ministries for their degree of sympathy with the diplomatic viewpoint.214

Thus the talks following on from the INF treaty were drawn back under the 
control of the military-industrial complex, and further progress on disarmament 
was held up. One attempt to break the logjam was made in instructions for 
negotiations with Shultz for the meeting on 20–23 March 1988. The guiding 
principle was to sustain the position that a 50 percent cut in offensive nuclear 
weapons was feasible if Washington agreed not to depart from the ABM treaty 
for nine or ten years: once again to block SDI. And the shadow of disputes 
over the INF treaty was visible in the concern expressed not to concede any 
unilateral advantage in respect of cuts in conventional defense, but to untan-
gle everything else and treat individual issues in dispute between Moscow and 
Washington on their merits and in isolation. In particular, Moscow had in mind 
to explore “the possibilities of Soviet-American joint action in the regulation of 
existing confl icts and not allowing new ones.”215 The thorny issue of conven-
tional weapons had therefore still to be grasped and there was every sign that 
this was an area in which Gorbachev was loath to make concessions, for that 
would carry serious implications for the entire Soviet cordon sanitaire in East-
ern/Central Europe, where the issue of fundamental change had been evaded 
for far too long. And despite occasional outbursts to the contrary, one should 
not underestimate his deference toward military requirements. Even when the 
Soviet economy was on the verge of collapse, on 18 April 1991 Gorbachev signed 
presidential decree 1812 on “Urgent Measures to Improve the Country’s Mo-
bilization Readiness,” compensating industry for the costs of maintaining the 
capacity for mobilization.216
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12

DOWN COMES THE WALL

It was useless to point out that even though we had lived 45 years without a war, a 
war was actually going on—precisely because of the order established in Europe 
after 1945.

—Shevardnadze

Hitherto Gorbachev had openly acknowledged neither the conventional 
military imbalance in Europe (including the occupation of Central/Eastern 
Europe) nor the ideological confl ict (including aid to national liberation move-
ments) as the root cause of the Cold War.

Progress with respect to the ideological struggle came fi rst. A fundamental re-
consideration had occurred among Gorbachev’s inner circle that is ultimately 
attributable to the confl uence of several causes: the Marshall Plan of the mind; 
the deep disillusion resulting from the years of stagnation under Brezhnev, par-
ticularly among the young; the impact of “Basket Three” at the Helsinki confer-
ence that the KGB so much dreaded; and, last but not least, the very process 
of glasnost that exposed the depths of moral crisis within Soviet society. It was 
equally evident among such varied minds as Yakovlev, Chernyaev, and Colo-
nel Vyacheslav Dashichev (of whom more below). An early attempt to shift 
the ground beneath Soviet foreign policy had failed on the eve of the Twenty-
seventh Party Congress (25 February–6 March 1986).

Shevardnadze is reported to have “had an allergy to words like ‘class struggle’ 
and ‘proletarian internationalism.’”1 On 25 July 1988 he fi nally broke public 
silence in downgrading “the struggle between two opposing systems” as “no 
longer the decisive tendency of the present age.”2 His aide Tarasenko recalls this 
as the turn “away from the idea of class struggle and opposition to the West.”3 It 
prompted a sharp riposte from Party second secretary Ligachev who, with Gor-
bachev on holiday, told Party activists in Gorky: “The priority of resolving global 

.
 

$
 

 



 Down Comes the Wall 365

problems, above all removal of the nuclear threat, in no way means any kind of 
artifi cial constraint [primortazhivaniya] on the social and national liberational 
struggle, neglect of class contradictions and antagonisms.”4 But Gorbachev was 
leaning in Shevardnadze’s direction. Symptomatic of this was the handling of 
Nicaragua, long a thorn in the side of relations with Washington. “Clever” Or-
tega had been the recipient of generous Soviet aid “in spite of the diffi culties 
in the Soviet economy, above all with oil.”5 But in the autumn of 1988 it was 
summarily cut off, to the fury of the Sandinistas, who now had little choice but 
come to terms with Washington.6 And when Gromyko complained that Rus-
sian leaders were not taking into account “the class struggle,” Gorbachev cut 
in peevishly: “We will think of the class struggle when we drive our people into 
famine.”7 “We are in no sense idealists,” Gorbachev reminded Brandt.8

These events underline the fact that, compulsive even under Stalin, the 
revolutionary drive had since 1917 exerted its infl uence only through accept-
ing minds. This required conscious acceptance of its legitimacy by those in 
power. Here Brezhnev was a relatively passive receptacle. Whereas fi gures such 
as Shelepin, Kosygin, Andropov, and Gromyko were men of conviction, as Gor-
bachev appeared at the outset. Yet within his circle and among its outliers, 
the revolutionary impulse had long lost overarching authority. Only Ligachev 
clung onto the “class character” of Moscow’s international relations.9 The costs 
were demonstrably excessive at a time of extreme fi nancial stringency; it had 
been repeatedly oversold as an advantage in the Third World; it had failed in 
Afghanistan; and it hinged upon assumptions about progress that the Soviet 
domestic crisis had shown to be in doubt. Russia’s own needs—at a time of 
domestic turmoil and economic stagnation—were the highest priority; so much 
so that for radical reformers no other priorities counted.

The brusque dismissal of proletarian internationalism under Gorbachev mat-
ters because the Cold War always amounted to more than a struggle over the 
balance of power. What weighed in the balance—the nature of society and the 
international system—was of no lesser importance. Gorbachev took time to be-
come aware of this underlying problem. “Until a certain point in time,” Cherny-
aev recalled, “Gorbachev continued to believe that scaling down the Cold War 
meant basically scaling down the arms race.”10 Weapons did, of course, matter, 
and nowhere was this more apparent than in the center of Europe. But Russia’s 
vaunted “superiority in conventional weapons”11 and their positioning on the 
front line in Central Europe had no purpose in the protection of Soviet-style 
socialism if core Leninist principles were being jettisoned. With no need of 
conventional military superiority, domination over Eastern Europe was point-
less. This was not yet Gorbachev’s view; he was instinctively more cautious. But 
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it was the view of Shevardnadze and others more radical, such as Yakovlev. By 
the end of 1989 events conspired to make it a fait accompli.

“From a geopolitical point of view,” the International Department noted, 
“the importance of European socialist countries for the Soviet Union was de-
termined by the fact that from the very beginning they played the unique role 
of a security belt, which created a strategic umbrella [prykrytie] for the center 
of socialism.”12 By 1989 the Minindel, was alarmed at the “growth of national-
ism in all East European countries, and a strengthening of centrifugal tenden-
cies in their policies.”13 Their populations were ready to break free as soon as 
peacefully practicable. All that was required to awaken them was knowledge 
that no one would save the regime once challenged. Up to that point, founder 
of protest movement Charter 77 Václav Havel tells us: “People withdrew into 
themselves and stopped taking an interest in public affairs. An era of apathy 
and widespread demoralisation began, an era of gray, everyday totalitarian con-
sumerism. Society was atomized, small islands of resistance were destroyed, 
and a disappointed and exhausted public pretended not to notice. Indepen-
dent thinking and creation retreated into the trenches of deep privacy.”14 It was 
thus questionable whether mere reform was enough. At the same time even 
marginal change for the better within Russia would inevitably destabilize such 
rigidly controlled societies. It therefore proved impossible to open up Soviet 
society and leave the Warsaw Pact untouched. Yet that is what the proponents 
of Russian reform tried to do. They did so because even had the Party accepted 
the need for fundamental change at home, it was utterly unprepared to ditch 
longstanding policy toward the “near abroad.”

At the outset, in May 1985 Gorbachev insisted on only one model, “Marxist-
Leninist socialism.” And although he allowed for tactical differences, he in-
sisted upon “closer coordination. Otherwise each will look for its own model. 
What would remain of socialism if each withdraws into its own apartment? 
Then imperialism can pick off one after the other.”15

Initially no deeds matched Moscow’s rhetoric. “We needed results,” 
Gorbachev recalled in later years. “I could feel the resistance inside the 
country. . . . People were telling me, ‘We support your policy, but you should 
know that nothing is changing here. The Nomenklatura continues to run 
things here, and we continue not to mean anything.’”16 Nevertheless on 28 June 
1986 he announced an extension of perestroika to relations with the Warsaw 
Pact. Previously, Gorbachev noted, “the Soviet Union . . . all but led fraternal 
countries by the hand, and they considered it obligatory to follow our example, 
recommendations and advice on everything to the letter.” Moscow was seen “as 
some kind of conservative force which hinders transformations whose time has 
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come. . . . Instead of together discussing the real problems of socialist develop-
ment, we frequently took upon ourselves the function of unique guardians and 
defenders of Marxist-Leninist learning. . . . All these shortcomings, accumu-
lated over the years, have caused serious damage.” Instead Gorbachev called 
for the exertion of “ideological infl uence, constructive initiatives for deepening 
cooperation, the power of example, creative and effective solutions to the prob-
lems of social change.”17

It was alleged that Moscow’s allies were now “mostly” secure in their socialist 
foundations; the implication being that reform would not risk destabilization. 
Yet, though arguing for change, Gorbachev railed against “centrifugal tenden-
cies” and emphasized the importance of economic integration within the bloc 
and close coordination in foreign policy. Most delicately, Gorbachev referred 
obliquely to the fact that “in most of the countries the time has come, for objec-
tive reasons, for a change in leadership.”18 Thus Moscow’s allies were supposed 
to become more independent but change their leaders, as usual, when the Rus-
sians demanded.

By the autumn—evidently after further advice—Gorbachev had retreated 
safely behind accustomed lines. “Our common standpoint is: the indepen-
dence of each Party, the sovereign right to decide on the resolution of national 
problems of development, its responsibility vis-à-vis its own people,”19 he re-
assured the Comecon summit in November. But since the regimes in power 
had been imposed by Moscow and reimposed with force where challenged, it 
meant that Gorbachev effectively switched from a reformist to a permissive pol-
icy toward Eastern Europe. This raised awkward questions about the sincerity 
of “new thinking” at home and abroad. Here as elsewhere, he had yet to think 
through the logic of well-meaning but mutually contradictory ideas.

Meanwhile, the satellites were increasingly pulled westwards. “Honecker 
and Kádár and Zhivkov are moving away from us,” Gorbachev told the Polit-
buro in January 1987. “Economic ties with the West have gone a long way. This 
is a consequence of the fact that we have not succeeded economically. We have 
been unable to make available technology at an up-to-date level and they have 
become indebted to the West.”20 Gorbachev became increasingly critical of 
fellow leaders for remaining so long in power—seventeen, twenty-fi ve, or thirty-
fi ve years in some cases: these old men found it “simply physically diffi cult to 
cope.”21

Czechoslovakia had yet to recover from the invasion of 1968. Gustáv Husák, 
a weak individual who betrayed Dubček and the reformists for leadership of 
the Party, ruled entirely through repression. The only fi gure remotely akin to 
Gorbachev was Lubomir Strougal, the Prime Minister, who was pressing for 
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economic reform but was more than countered by the hard-liners in the Polit-
buro. Romania was a despotism of the most primitive kind.

The Typhoid Mary of Eastern Europe, Poland, infected by the bacillus of 
a genuine workers’ movement, had effectively been consigned to quarantine. 
East Germany had a leadership living a dream about supposed technologi-
cal supremacy but in practice on subsidies from Bonn. And Erich Honecker 
planned to make himself a world statesman by advancing East Berlin’s relations 
with Bonn and Beijing independently of Moscow in the manner of Romania’s 
dictator Nicolae Ceauşescu. Greater heresy existed elsewhere.

A massive foreign debt contracted in the 1970s when loans were cheap and 
oil prices low (for Comecon) effectively ate into Hungary’s economic potential 
now that repayment was due and Russian energy costly. Budapest had for long 
realized that its future lay to the West. In March 1987, detecting a new spirit 
in the air, the Hungarians approached Moscow with a request to withdraw its 
divisions, and not just from Magyar territory but from the entire bloc. If not, 
they argued, the demand might arise from below, with serious consequences to 
follow.22 Shevardnadze jesuitically replied that the Red Army was there to deter 
internecine confl ict.

RAISING THE GERMAN QUESTION

Other countries mattered, but the balance of Europe had hinged on Ger-
many since 1871. Gorbachev’s views were entirely conventional. He was, like 
other children of the Great Patriotic War, hostile to Germans. The offi cial line 
was that the results of Soviet occupation could not be changed. Yet Gorbachev 
was suffi ciently open-minded to listen to alternatives. His interest had been 
sparked on a visit to West Germany in May 1975 with interpreter Viktor Rykin.23 
Gorbachev had seen the grim, ravaged, and antiseptic visage of the East a de-
cade before, and nothing he “discovered in the FRG fi tted in with previous 
impressions.”24 When he came to power and looked for “understanding on the 
part of Western Europe,”25 Bonn was the least responsive in contrast to London. 
Indeed, Gorbachev expressed deep frustration at Chancellor Kohl’s close align-
ment with Reagan, a view reinforced by the SPD, Bahr in particular; “the social 
democrats are cunning people,” Gorbachev commented.26 In turn Kohl was 
none too happy that the Russians maintained their contacts with the SPD.27 
Yet, Gorbachev noted, “West Germany—like it or not and whether its allies in 
NATO like it or not—is a massive weight in the balance of world power, and its 
role in international affairs will grow.”28 More than once in his inner circle and 
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at the Politburo Gorbachev pointed out that “without Germany we can have no 
real European policy.”29

As early as 1986 Werner Krolikowski in the GDR leadership confi ded to So-
viet ambassador Vyacheslav Kochemasov, an Andropov appointee, that the state 
of the country was unbearable, that Honecker was completely out of touch with 
reality, and that he should be replaced.30 Moreover Falin had that same year 
forwarded a memorandum from Rem Belousov predicting the economic col-
lapse of Comecon by the end of the decade. A year later this was reinforced by 
a memorandum on conversations with Wolf, who had just resigned as chief of 
East German foreign intelligence, predicting the collapse of the GDR.31 From 
Bonn Bahr reappeared and “spoke to Falin, using him as a confi dential chan-
nel” to Gorbachev. And on 13–16 February Bahr and Falin discussed a range of 
issues in a tone reassuringly anti-American and the substance of which thrust 
Bonn forward (and within it the SPD) as a possible partner.32 Despite the set-
back at Reykjavik, which could have been expected to turn him back towards 
Western Europe, Gorbachev was initially reluctant to respond. In February he 
instructed Foreign Ministry offi cials and the International Department “not to 
make haste.”33 Shevardnadze, however, spoke out: “The idea of one German 
nation is alive in the psychology and the thinking even of Communists,” he told 
the Politburo. “The West Germans are fl irting with it.” He therefore suggested 
that “the idea of a united Germany demands serious, scholarly study.”34

Shevardnadze appointed as consultant to the Foreign Ministry Germanist 
Vyacheslav Dashichev, but for Eastern Europe, not Germany. The German-
ists led by Alexander Bondarenko, head of the third European department and 
member of the Minindel collegium, whose entire career since 1949—with one 
minor exception in Bonn (1969–71)—had been taken up with the GDR and 
who was held in some affection by Honecker, refused point-blank to accept 
him. The son of a Red Army general who had been sentenced to ten years in 
the camps in 1942, himself a war veteran, Dashichev had engaged in the fi erce 
historical debate about Stalin’s blunder in June 1941 two and a half decades 
later; for which, in the neo-Stalinist climate, he was forced into early retire-
ment. A protégé of Zhukov, he had spent a number of years working on the 
confi dential military journal Voennaya Mysl’. He was chosen to head the newly 
created international relations department of the Institute of the Economics of 
the World Socialist System (IEMSS) set up in 1972. A closed institute separate 
from the Academy of Sciences, created by Andropov under Oleg Bogomolov, 
it had become a haven for thinking the unthinkable. It received classifi ed in-
formation from its agents in embassies throughout the socialist camp and wrote 
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reports (always unpublished) for the Central Committee alone. The reports 
resulting criticized Soviet military assistance in and around Africa attacked de-
ployment of the SS-20, predicted the rise of Solidarność, opposed the invasion 
of Afghanistan, and argued for Reagan’s zero option.35 These reports spun off 
from the work of a secret standing committee of Warsaw Pact specialists set 
up in the summer of 1974 and organized by the institute with Dashichev as its 
supervising secretary. Its brief encompassed all aspects of East-West relations. 
Here heretical ideas could be aired within the offi cial framework and for the 
purpose of the enterprise IEMSS employees maintained close contact with 
offi cials from the International Department and the Department for Social-
ist Countries, such as Georgii Shakhnazarov and Nikolai Shishlin. The “new 
thinking” that emerged under Gorbachev thus was spawned through the pre-
ceding decade within closed Party circles.36

Dashichev had begun arguing—in private—for the reunifi cation (with neu-
tralization) of Germany.37 In January 1987 he wrote a memorandum to Shevard-
nadze criticizing the conduct of Soviet foreign policy, which on 18 May 1988 
became the fi rst article in the Soviet press—Literaturnaya Gazeta—to attack 
what had hitherto been unassailable and may well have inspired Shevardnadze 
to speak out on 25 July. In April 1987 he was appointed chairman of the For-
eign Ministry’s Academic Consultative Committee set up by Shevardnadze. 
It consisted of leading fi gures from the Minindel itself, KGB, foreign trade, 
and the Central Committee International Department. At its sessions the most 
acute issues of foreign policy were broached and debated.38 Encouraged by 
this degree of support, Dashichev immediately sought to table the German 
question for discussion in June. But the debate was put off more than once on 
the grounds that the matter was “closed and not open to discussion.”39 Finally a 
meeting chaired by him was held on 27 November 1987 after President Richard 
Weiszäcker’s visit had broken the ice though not entirely dispelled the chill.40 
Dashichev wrote a twenty-six-page analysis innocuously entitled “Some Aspects 
of the German Problem,” warning that socialism was eroding in the GDR and 
nationalism was on the rise.

Only one person presented supported him: Yuri Davydov from Arbatov’s in-
stitute. Everyone else threw themselves at him, and at a further meeting—this 
time within the Central Committee International Department and taking in 
leading fi gures from various government departments including the military—
head of the department Falin stormed out in fury.41 Dashichev had broken a 
taboo. On his view the core problem of the Cold War was the division of Ger-
many. The option of reunifi cation and neutralization had to be reconsidered. 
His report was distributed in thirty copies. The reaction was “very negative.” He 
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“was accused of defeatism” and “very strongly attacked by all those attending 
with one exception.” Although Dashichev understood thereby that he had “no 
support within the Foreign Ministry nor within the Central Committee,” never-
theless he believed that he had “laid the ground for an eventual revaluation of 
Soviet German policy.”42 Shevardnadze appears to have seriously contemplated 
a change in policy.43 But Gorbachev sustained a different order of priorities. 
Dashichev did not understand this and instead believed his message was simply 
not getting through. He therefore tried instead working through Chernyaev. 
Chernyaev later complained to Gorbachev that Shevardnadze had been “too 
feeble in resisting” his own offi cials’ attachment to “an untenable policy” on 
the German question.44 But Chernyaev, too, was ineffectual in infl uencing 
Gorbachev at this stage.

Gorbachev’s priority was to seek a solution in perestroika for East Germany. 
But he met unyielding resistance. Typical was GDR Politburo ideologist Kurt 
Hager who, when asked on 9 April 1987 whether East Germany would adopt 
perestroika, replied: “Would you, when your neighbor puts up new wallpaper, 
feel obliged similarly to put up new wallpaper?”45 That perestroika should be 
identifi ed as decor was not exactly complimentary. In March 1988 Falin, who 
was no supporter of reunifi cation, sent Gorbachev another up-to-date warning 
that the GDR was on the verge of destabilization.46 Forcing the issue, on 8 June 
at the Soviet embassy in Bonn, Dashichev told journalists that the Wall was a 
relic of the Cold War. The statement was published in Die Welt on 9 June un-
der the title “Mauer wird verschwinden müssen” (The Wall Must Disappear). It 
was discussed in the East German Politburo and raised with the Soviet ambas-
sador before being promptly and roundly denounced in Neues Deutschland;47 
it also elicited a stiff protest by the Central Committee Secretary responsible for 
international relations and Politburo member Hermann Axen.48 The rebukes 
gave Dashichev an inordinate sense of satisfaction.49

Georgii Shakhnazarov—a more junior Andropov protégé from the apparat—
had risen with Gorbachev from being a consultant to the Central Committee 
to become deputy head of its department dealing with socialist countries be-
fore elevation to the Politburo with a watching brief on Eastern Europe. On 
6 October 1988 he recommended mobilizing specialists and advisers on East-
ern Europe for a meeting with the Politburo to thrash out the options. “The 
evident signs of crisis demand radical reform throughout the socialist world,” 
he stressed. As was the case with Poland in the early 1980s, the idea of exter-
nal suppression “through military means” had to be “completely excluded.” 
“What will we do if the social instability which is now taking a more threaten-
ing character in Hungary coincides with the regular round of unrest in Poland, 
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demonstrations by Charter 77 in Czechoslovakia, etc.? In other words, do we 
have a conception in the event of a crisis which may simultaneously overcome 
the entire socialist world or a signifi cant part of it?” Shakhnazarov also raised 
the German question. “To what extent does the future maintenance of Soviet 
forces in the territory of a range of allied countries (including the GDR) meet 
our interests?”50 He was to repeat his request for such a meeting a number of 
times.51 Gorbachev, however, was waiting on events. It was impossible to know 
what the Sphinx was thinking.

Tension was heightened by Kohl’s crudely insensitive references to Gor-
bachev as a propagandist worthy of Goebbels.52 The visit of President Richard 
von Weizsäcker and Foreign Minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher in July 1987 
promised better. Indeed, much earlier Gorbachev had expressed the view that 
now “we have to approach the FRG with something out of the ordinary. We 
have to lure this country toward us.” He suggested that “it is even worth taking 
risks to bring about a rapprochement with the Germans.” Yet these more radi-
cal views were still constrained by the “very friendly” relations with the people 
of East Germany. Indeed, were it not for the language barrier, “one would feel 
oneself almost at home” there.53 This was the fi rst presidential visit from West 
Germany. As a necessary gesture of appeasement, Gorbachev fi nally granted 
Honecker permission to visit Bonn a little later, having refused him permission 
more than once in the past.54 A back channel was eventually set up through 
to Kohl’s special assistant on foreign policy Horst Teltschik. The man chosen 
was formerly an offi cer in the KGB fi rst directorate, Nikolai Portugalov, a lead-
ing Germanist in the Party’s International Department (KGB membership and 
membership of the apparat were incompatible) who had served in Bonn as 
a “journalist.”55 Teltschik describes Portugalov, who had “good personal con-
tacts in the SPD and CDU,” as “crafty,” a little too friendly, and “a very good 
German-speaker with a brilliant understanding of German politics.”56

Weizsäcker’s interminable references to reunifi cation at formal occasions 
were censored from the mainstream press. The Germans protested. Shevard-
nadze, Ryzhkov, and Yakovlev argued for publication. Having lost the decision 
in relation to the offi cial press, Yakovlev placed the verbatim record with Ne-
delya and Moskovskie Novosti.57 Nevertheless, an important marker had been 
fi xed. Gorbachev recognized relations with Bonn to be “one of the most impor-
tant lines in our policy.”58 Kohl eventually visited from 24 to 27 October 1988 
with an imposing delegation that included leaders of industry. His impending 
arrival raised Gorbachev’s hopes that fi nally the missing piece in his European 
détente could be slotted into place. He judged “the situation to be such that 
the country (FRG) is ready to go a long way with us, but the Chancellor is not 

.
 

$
 

 



 Down Comes the Wall 373

ready; and with us the opposite is the case—the leadership is ready but the 
country is still not quite [ready].”59

WEST GERMANY AS MEDIATOR

Kohl plausibly presented himself as the pathway to Washington under the 
incoming Bush administration because of Bonn’s centrality to NATO and West-
ern Europe.60 It was at this summit that he too raised reunifi cation. “We Ger-
mans say the division is not history’s fi nal word. We as realists consider that war 
is not an instrument of politics. The changes about which we speak are possible 
only by peaceful means and together with our neighbors. We might have to 
wait a very long time. However, it must be accepted that this is not a relapse 
into revanchism. When we say that the nation will unite, we envision a chance 
that might open up in several generations. . . . Naturally, this is not a task for 
our generation. But we must head for a rapprochement in Europe. And, per-
haps, our grandchildren will be given the chance of which I speak.”61 Had any 
previous Soviet leader been addressed in this manner, the subject would have 
been abruptly terminated. But Gorbachev replied that Kohl had touched upon 
an important issue, the clarifi cation of which was essential to opening a new 
chapter in relations. Critically, Gorbachev said that he was “ready honestly and 
openly to talk about all questions.” But “one cannot rewrite history.”62 “When it 
is said that the question of unifi cation is open, when the wish is to resolve it at 
the level of the political thinking of the 40s and 50s, this will prompt a reaction 
not only among us, but also among your neighbors to the West.”63

Progress in détente had slowed elsewhere. Delays in disarmament since the 
“little steps, like the agreement to liquidate medium- and short-range missiles” 
left Gorbachev deeply dissatisfi ed. Moreover, he was fully aware now that the 
“military doctrine we announced differs from what we are actually doing in mil-
itary expansion. If we publish how matters stand,” he insisted, “that we spend 
over twice as much as the US on military needs, if we let the scope of our ex-
penditure be known, all our new thinking and our new foreign policy will go to 
hell. Not one country in the world spends as much per capita on weapons as we 
do, except perhaps the developing nations that we are swamping with weapons 
and getting nothing in return.” An additional element was that Budapest was 
still calling for a Soviet withdrawal. “Right now the issue is not very acute. But,” 
Gorbachev realized, “it could become severe in a situation like the one in Hun-
gary right now. And then we won’t be leaving voluntarily; we’ll be driven out 
of there.”64 This represented the fi rst recognition that withdrawal from Eastern 
Europe was merely a matter of time.
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The Russians were also under pressure to cut conventional forces following 
the change in military doctrine to one of suffi ciency. Thus at the UN in De-
cember 1988 Gorbachev announced a withdrawal of six tank divisions from the 
GDR, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary (some 5,000 tanks) and a cut in the num-
ber of troops by 50,000 (a slice of his overall cut in the armed forces of 500,000 
by the end of 1991). After the speech Kissinger, still in the mind-set of the Nixon 
era, boldly suggested an ordered Soviet departure from Eastern Europe by prior 
arrangement with Washington. Much to his dismay, Gorbachev rushed off to 
Moscow on news of the earthquake at Spitak.65 Kissinger then pressed his idea 
on the incoming Bush administration, which took fright at the very thought. It 
seemed both too radical (the notion that the USSR retreat to its own borders) 
and too conservative (the Superpowers alone restitching the fabric of Europe).

The military were not consulted over the cuts; nor, of course, was East Ber-
lin. And in the Politburo on 27–28 December, Ligachev insisted that they did 
not have to cut defense capabilities to meet economic needs.66 Hermann Axen, 
secretary of the GDR Politburo for international issues, told Defense Minister 
Heinz Kessler that the proposals “endanger” both “the external and internal 
security” of the most western and smallest socialist countries (Czechoslovakia 
and the GDR).67 But Gorbachev was by now moving in more radical direc-
tions. “To many,” he said, “the army is a feeding trough.”68 In February 1989 he 
insisted Ligachev was wrong: “It is now clear that without signifi cant reductions 
in military expenditure we will not solve the problem of perestroika.”69 He had 
already complained that “the military doctrine declared by us confl icts with 
what we are doing in military construction. If we were to publish how matters 
stand—we spend two and a half more times more than the USA on military 
requirements—then our new thinking and our new foreign policy in their en-
tirety will go to the devil.”70 Gorbachev’s problem was that the Americans were 
well aware of this. US ambassador Jack Matlock had already indicated a delay 
in the US drafting of proposals for reductions in strategic weapons—a straw in 
the wind, as it turned out.71

Moreover, it was unlikely that Washington would act promptly anyway. “We 
should take into account that Bush is a very cautious politician,” Gorbachev 
told the Politburo. He did not expect Bush to take the initiative in further de-
veloping relations. Gorbachev noted that “much will depend on how we act.”72 
Advising him on matters military, Akhromeyev believed that “toward the begin-
ning of 1989 M. S. Gorbachev came to view the possibility of major changes 
in the alignment of forces and, perhaps, also more fundamental upheavals in 
the countries of Central Europe.”73 If true, then fi rm bridges had to be built 
with the incoming administration. What emerged from Washington, however, 
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was a babble of discordant voices. Bush was attacked on both fl anks: from Rea-
gan on the right (for his “indecisiveness”) and Kennan on the left (for being 
“unresponsive”).74 Meanwhile, as a former Director of CIA, Bush listened to 
Scowcroft’s deputy, Russian specialist and formerly Deputy Director, Robert 
Gates, who was deeply skeptical of Gorbachev. And Scowcroft “relied heavily” 
on Gates, who ran the committee of other deputy heads “so effi ciently that full 
meetings of the National Security Council were rarely needed to clarify issues 
before they were presented to President Bush.”75 Washington was on the defen-
sive. It looked very much as though a paralytic fear of failure predominated over 
the will to succeed.

Then in March 1989 the NSC recommended “top priority” to the “fate of the 
Federal German Republic.”76 Washington was alarmed lest Gorbachev seduce 
Kohl as he had apparently also suborned German public opinion. As a result 
Bonn was valued in Moscow as much for privileged access to Washington as on 
its own merits.77 For this purpose Thatcher—hitherto a key link with Reagan—
was no longer of any value as the White House reoriented toward Bonn.

Yakovlev reached Bonn on 8 January 1989 to prepare a state visit for the sum-
mer. The Soviet economy was deteriorating rapidly. Of 275 types of consumer 
goods only 10 were freely available in the second half of that year. Strikes were 
increasing at an alarming rate. Although the money supply and wages had risen 
and were rising, reported sales of meat, butter, fi sh, potatoes, vegetables, and 
fruit had dropped. The mismatch between demand and supply was such that 
accumulated unsatiated demand was estimated at 165 billion rubles, which 
meant that were prices freed, they would rise by at least 40 percent.78 Disar-
mament existed on paper only, Yakovlev declared. Now the bill was due for 
military expenditure that rested on dubious statistics.79 This grim prognosis was 
shared by Chernyaev, who foresaw unemployment and a severe deterioration 
in health and education provision.80 Indeed, the situation was so bad that even 
defense expenditure faced marginal cuts; something that Gorbachev had studi-
ously avoided hitherto but was now possible thanks to the retirement of Gro-
myko and Solomentsev from the Politburo at the end of September 1988 and 
demotion of Ligachev as head of the Central Committee secretariat.81

EASTERN EUROPE UNRAVELS

The unravelling of Eastern Europe had already begun. When Marshal 
Jaruzelski came calling for fi nancial assistance the previous autumn—Poland 
owed more than $38 million—Gorbachev suggested instead that he come to 
terms with Solidarność. Bogomolov’s institute stated that the scope of the “new 
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 workers’ movement” in Poland and Hungary was “such that it is impossible 
any longer to treat the strikes as sporadic excesses any longer or, as was the case 
of Poland, to write them off as the infl uence of antisocialist forces inside the 
country and abroad. The strikes are obviously escalating into an ongoing social 
confl ict between the workers and the party and state techno-bureaucracy.” As 
to maintaining the existing order, the outlook was bad. Despite reassurances, 
the chances of containing change within “the framework of socialist renewal” 
were “shrinking.” In Poland the report looked to a mixed economy and political 
pluralism. Change was inevitable. Moreover, “direct intervention of the USSR 
into the course of events on behalf of the conservative forces that are alienated 
from the people” would “signify the end of perestroika, the crumbling of the 
trust of the world community in us,” and simultaneously “will not prevent a 
disintegration” of the socioeconomic and political systems in the region. But 
the report was ultimately reassuring with respect to the future alignment of 
these countries. The Warsaw Pact faced no threat; certainly not from Poland 
or the GDR.82

On 23 September 1988 Gorbachev received Poland’s ambassador Jozef 
Czyrek. The latter explained: “Our tactics are to divide the opposition, to drag 
it, along with Wałesa, into the realistic constructive mainstream, into the pro-
cess of national reconciliation and revival.” On 21 October Gorbachev insisted 
to Prime Minister Mieczysław Rakowski that the Poles not concede socialism 
to the opposition in these negotiations and was reassured that the roundtable 
discussions could be used to isolate those fervently opposed to the socialist sys-
tem.83 Thus the Foreign Ministry was by no means out of line with Gorbachev 
in its concern “not to permit the erosion of socialism in eastern Europe.”84 It 
was important at this stage to insist that this dimension would somehow remain 
untouched while reform proceeded.

After progress in nuclear disarmament, the achievement of more democratic 
elections in the USSR, and on the eve of signifi cant change in Eastern Europe, 
“Germany and Germany alone stood at the side of the great highway of his-
tory,” Gorbachev recalled. “They, the Germans, felt insulted, embittered. And 
I understood them.”85 On 19 April, his courage in his hands, and he had plenty 
of that, Dashichev sent both Gorbachev and Shevardnadze a memorandum 
recapitulating proposals for a reunifi ed and neutralized Germany. It also pro-
posed other heresies including evacuation of the Baltic states.86 Unsurprisingly, 
for nearly six months he received no response. East Berlin was by no means so 
confi dent, however, that Dashichev would be rebuffed. It waited anxiously lest 
the issue of reunifi cation arise during Gorbachev’s visit to Bonn.87 The East 
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Germans would certainly not have been relieved to learn of an invitation for 
Dashichev to brief the Soviet embassy in Berlin on 24 May.88

At this stage, intent on outfl anking opposition to change within the Com-
munist Party, and after persistent prompting from Yakovlev, Gorbachev was in 
the process of transforming the purely symbolic Supreme Soviet into a genuine 
legislative and debating chamber, a process completed in May 1989. A far cry 
from representative democracy, this was nevertheless a real advance on what 
had gone before. And it acted as a spur to the transformation of Eastern and 
Central Europe. Once the nettle of Solidarność was grasped, negotiations had 
opened and agreement reached between the parties in Poland for a bicameral 
assembly, the new chamber open for free election, the fi rst chamber maintain-
ing two-thirds of seats for the communists and their allies, an apparently secure 
one-way bet. The elections were set for 4 and 18 June.

Meanwhile the original coalition partners of the communists—pressed into 
a shotgun marriage after the war—split away, and some candidates on the com-
munist list turned out to be closer to Solidarność, thus depriving the Party of a 
majority in the Seijm. Solidarność then won all seats but one in the Senate.89 
What was intended as a gentle and controlled evolution to democracy thus 
degenerated into a rout for the communists, who attempted to cling to power. 
Minister of Internal Affairs General Czesław Kiszczak described the elections 
as “a total disaster for us.” And Rakowski was entirely correct in saying: “What 
has happened in Poland is going to have [a] tremendous impact outside (USSR, 
Hungary, other countries). This may lead to upheavals in the whole camp.”90

Moscow was not pleased. “Banking on the attainment of national consent 
through cooperation with the opposition,” the Soviet assessment ran, “the 
PUWP failed to maintain control over the progress of events. An unprece-
dented situation for a socialist country came about: the ruling communist party 
was incapable of convincingly winning parliamentary elections and was forced 
to concede the right to the formation of government to the opposition.”91 Kohl 
told the Poles, when the latter complained in November at the pace of change 
in the GDR: “Without the developments in Warsaw, there would not be these 
developments in the GDR.”92 The communist monopoly had fi nally been bro-
ken on 19 August when Lech Wałesa succeeded in forcing Jaruzelski to accept 
Tadeusz Mazowiecki, a moderate candidate for Solidarność, as Prime Minis-
ter. “The course of events in Poland,” Moscow noted, “will exert a negative 
infl uence on European socialist countries; strengthen anxiety about the fate 
of socialism; and will on occasion lead to false conclusions about the mistaken 
nature of the perestroika process.”93 Yet for the optimists not all was yet lost. 
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Gorbachev took consolation from Jaruzelski’s continued presence as President. 
Indeed, he was encouraged to do so by the latter who boasted on 7 October: 
“If not for our decision to create the Mazowiecki Government and to partici-
pate in it, we would have been defeated hands down in half a year.” He added: 
“metaphorically speaking, I have leopard-crawled around the elections into the 
position of president.”94

IN SEARCH OF US SUPPORT

Without Poland it was hard to see how Soviet forces could hold East Ger-
many. In case of doubt, on 9 June Honecker—with the most to lose—reminded 
Shevardnadze: Poland lay between the USSR and the GDR. Thus it “must not 
be lost to socialism.”95 Moscow, however, privately accepted that at the very least 
“the coming to power of Solidarność will create problems for the working of the 
Warsaw Pact.”96 Indeed, Commander-in-Chief of the Soviet Group of Forces 
in Germany Boris Snetkov, an overbearing fi gure of the old school,97 anxiously 
pleaded lest his troops get cut off as Poland deserted socialism and the Baltic 
republics rose in rebellion.98 Gorbachev, however, still harbored hopes for Po-
land.99 He deftly declined to be drawn into critical remarks about Honecker; 
though what he said indicated a certain distance. Gorbachev underlined the 
importance of the new link with Bonn in suggesting a direct telephone line 
between his offi ce in the Kremlin and that of Kohl in Bonn. Foreign policy 
adviser Teltschik was to visit Moscow for this purpose.100

Gorbachev swept into Bonn on 12 June with an extravagant delegation of 
 sixty-seven, replete with a fl eet of massive Zil limousines, requiring at least 
seven Ilyushin-76 transports to ferry them in just as news broke that Poland 
was coming apart. He arrived partly to clarify the puzzling attitude of the Bush 
administration. The new Secretary of State, James Baker, euphemistically re-
calls “a deliberate pause” after the Republicans came to power.101 The pause in 
respect of Russia, however, lasted no less than nine months. Gorbachev’s con-
cern was justifi ed. He was hoping for access to credit that could help the Soviet 
economy buy time, but the White House was having none of it. The National 
Security Directive on relations with Moscow (NSD 23) was not ready until 
September. Its hard-headed approach had been evident since the inauguration. 
Drafted under Scowcroft, the memorandum argued that “Containment was 
never an end in itself.” But “a new era may now be upon us. We may be able to 
move beyond containment to a U.S. policy that actively promotes the integra-
tion of the Soviet Union into the existing international system.” Washington 
sought nothing less than the “transformation of the Soviet Union.” The reason 
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was simple. “Our concern about the character of the Soviet system . . . is at the 
heart of our diffi culties with Moscow.” Thus the aim was “institutionalization of 
democratic internal laws [sic] and human rights practices, political pluralism, 
and a more market-oriented economic structure.”102 What more is needed to 
confi rm the ideological nature of the Cold War to the very end?

Gorbachev complained that his proposals on troop cuts, for example, had 
induced no positive response.103 The answer was that rhetoric seemed at vari-
ance with reality. US intelligence noted that “other units—and almost all the 
artillery and armored troop carriers . . . are being used in the restructuring of 
the remaining divisions, each of which is losing two battalions of tanks as one 
tank regiment is converted to a motorized rifl e regiment. Moreover, the tanks 
being removed from Eastern Europe are not being destroyed.” Furthermore, 
“the artillery in the remaining divisions is being increased by the addition of 
one artillery battalion in tank divisions and . . . artillery battalions in divisions 
are being expanded from 18 to 24 guns.” These measures fl atly contradicted 
statements issued from Soviet military authorities over several months follow-
ing Gorbachev’s pledge at the UN and thus blunted the impact intended.104 
The General Staff were digging in their heels.

That summer Shevardnadze gave Gorbachev a memorandum asserting that 
“the military (like a decade ago with the SS-20) are deceiving the political lead-
ership. They are creating new weapons systems; they are deploying powerful 
groups of forces near NATO; they are provoking the NATO people with their 
intelligence activities, etc.”105 Chernyaev acknowledged that “the military doc-
trine declared by us confl icts with what we are doing in military buildup.” He 
went on: “We expend two and a half times more than the USA on military re-
quirements. . . . If we put into the open the extent of our military outlays, all of 
our new thinking and all of our new foreign policy would go to the devil.” “In 
the GDR we have a powerful tank strike group. Plus river-crossing equipment. 
When this ‘hangs over them,’” he asked, “how can they believe in the defen-
siveness of our doctrine?”106 Unsurprisingly, Washington concluded that “the 
Soviet military threat has not diminished.”107 A summit with Gorbachev was 
postponed until December 1989, while the administration bolstered relations 
with Bonn and encouraged the opening of Eastern Europe to representative 
democracy and the market.108 Meanwhile, Deputy Secretary of State Lawrence 
Eagleburger warned Kohl: “The long-term future of General Secretary Gor-
bachev is questionable.”109

In Moscow the behavior of Bush, a cautious bureaucrat unhappy at the way 
he had been treated as Vice President and determined to carve out a different 
path, “gave rise to suspicions that the new President might be about to consign 
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to the archives everything achieved under Reagan.”110 It mattered that Kohl was 
suitably reassuring. The visit to Bonn afforded Gorbachev closer acquaintance 
and a fl attering opportunity to exercise his charm on the German public.111 
But, however reassuring Kohl tried to be, Gorbachev’s “mistrust of the USA” 
was “still unmistakeable.”112 His own experience with Gorbachev taught Kohl 
(as it had Thatcher before him) that for the General Secretary “a personal bond 
of trust” was “very important, the ‘chemistry’ must be right.”113 Gorbachev op-
erated primarily by instinct. He had to know whom he was dealing with at 
fi rst hand. Intuition then took over. Kohl also had to assure the Americans that 
West Germany was not tempted eastwards. He had forewarned Gorbachev 
“that there is no chance of driving a wedge between the USA and the German 
Federal Republic or of detaching the Europeans from the USA.” Gorbachev in 
turn reassured Kohl. “Neutralism would lead to destabilization. This was also a 
danger for the Soviet Union.”114 Dashichev was to be disappointed.

Although Moscow focused on Washington rather than Bonn, and although 
Bonn was en route to Washington, Gorbachev also needed direct reassurance 
that no advantage would be taken of the reforms begun in Eastern Europe. 
The GDR was naturally panic-stricken. Minister of State Security Erich Mielke 
had, as early as 7 April, expressed his “deep anxiety at certain developments in 
some socialist countries” to the new head of the KGB’s fi rst directorate Major-
General Leonid Shebarshin, whom he ineptly harangued about Soviet domes-
tic developments, such as the attacks on Stalin’s memory. The GDR was, he 
went on, also subject to “subversive assaults . . . under the misinterpretation 
of glasnost and perestroika.” He warned that “one should not underestimate 
Kissinger’s plan on the part of the USA and the Soviet Union for a new politi-
cal engagement on Eastern Europe.” And, as for the optimism expressed from 
Moscow, Mielke was brutally dismissive: there were “no grounds for euphoria 
about détente.”115

From this standpoint Moscow was of greater concern than Warsaw. The Stasi 
considered that “the outcome of the elections in Poland are not without con-
sequences for other socialist countries: the movements of the opposition must 
feel strengthened. The restraint of the Soviet Union in the face of what has 
taken place in Poland has made an essential contribution to what oppositional 
activity could obtain on its own.”116 The fact that the authorities in East Berlin 
(8 June) and Prague (14 June) defended the bloody suppression of dissent in 
China clarifi ed where they stood on democratic change. In Bonn the obvious 
question was: how could Gorbachev reconcile the policy of an “all- European 
home” (Brezhnev’s tired cliché) with the existence of the Berlin Wall? Gor-
bachev’s reply indicated just how far he had traveled. After a meaningless 
preamble, he said, “nothing is eternal under the sun,” and “the Wall can be 
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 removed when the preconditions that gave rise to it disappear. I do not see a big 
problem here.”117

EAST GERMANY CRUMBLES FROM WITHIN

In East Berlin such statements were treachery.118 Few realized how far Mos-
cow had come in thinking the unthinkable. But suspicions ran deep. When 
Yakovlev visited Bonn in January the East Germans became unnerved at his 
talk in public of German reunifi cation “under certain conditions.”119 “Our 
friends,” wrote the minister-counselor at the Soviet embassy in Berlin, “suspect 
that we are preparing something behind their back. This explains their nervous 
state.”120 And they were already worrying about the direction of events in War-
saw and Budapest.121 When Wolf arrived in Moscow on 17 July, he glimpsed the 
new Soviet thinking at an evening with two offi cials of the International De-
partment, Portugalov—the go-between with Bonn—and Valentin Koptel’tsev. 
Conversation was completely unguarded, except that when potential replace-
ments for Honecker—then already diagnosed with cancer—were aired, Wolf 
kept silent.122 Both Russians, however, freely acknowledged that the GDR was 
“the weakest link in the socialist camp.”123 The theme continued two days later 
in meetings with Falin. The constant harping back to the issue of German 
unity in both discussions seemed to Wolf a mere “theoretical nuance.”124 But 
certainly not in retrospect.

Gorbachev had not accepted Dashichev’s proposal for evacuation of the 
GDR—made public after conversations held with contacts in West Berlin 
and condemned by Honecker.125 Nevertheless the underlying sentiments were 
meeting growing sympathy. Dashichev exerted infl uence through indirect 
means—via Shevardnadze and Gorbachev’s right-hand man Chernyaev, whom 
he had known at Moscow University. “From the beginning,” Shevardnadze’s 
aide Stepanov says, “the idea was inserted into this scheme of a step by step 
movement” toward reunifi cation.126 Working at the Offi ce of the Secretary of 
Defense for Policy Philip Petersen by chance obtained a copy of Dashichev’s 
memorandum from a German intelligence offi cer under cover as a journalist. 
Although his boss, General Richard Stillwell, was head of Pentagon intelli-
gence, Petersen took Dashichev’s memorandum to Director of Net Assessment 
Andrew Marshall, who encouraged him to dig deeper and obtain more, which 
meant a trip to Moscow to see Dashichev and others. But despite this painstak-
ing fi eldwork and lobbying by Marshall at the very top, no one was interested.127 
Politically controversial intelligence was swept aside. It was not least for these 
reasons that Washington and London were unprepared for what subsequently 
occurred. The intelligence community noted that since the autumn of 1988 
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there were “signs of uncertainty and discordant opinions voiced about the Ger-
man Question within the Soviet policy community,” but “public or private 
hints by Soviet offi cials of fl exibility on reunifi cation were interpreted by the 
Intelligence Community . . . as tactical ploys intended to exploit West German 
desires for unity.” Indeed, this view was sustained all the way through to the 
eventual collapse of the Wall.128

Moreover, Dashichev was only one voice in a veritable chorus, as we have 
seen, but of which he was disconsolately unaware. The point was that this cho-
rus was accompanied by a motley orchestra playing variations on a theme with-
out a proper conductor nor to an agreed score. In addition to warnings from 
Falin (who was simultaneously continuing to undermine Dashichev), in April 
1989 Shebarshin returned from the GDR with dire predictions of imminent 
collapse.129 By then, as his chief Kryuchkov wearily reminds us: “Not only in 
1989 but even earlier there were many alarming reports about the situation in 
the GDR.”130 That such analyses reached Gorbachev there can be no doubt. 
But he appears to have chosen to keep them to himself.131 With article six of the 
new constitution in place, KGB reports went solely to the president. Members 
of the leadership other than Kryuchkov were left entirely in the dark: it was for 
Gorbachev to decide otherwise.

Gorbachev was reluctant to act decisively, but the ground began to move 
beneath his feet. As late as March, he had emphasized that “important though 
relations with the USA and Western Europe were, relations with the socialist 
countries were the point of departure for our relations with other countries.”132 
But even Hungary, the most sympathetic toward perestroika, was distancing 
itself. Here Miklós Németh, the Prime Minister, found the country so indebted 
that it was “close to an abyss.” “Politically,” he recalls, “the country, all, all the 
key players within the country realized that there is no way to get a better life by 
reforming the socialist model. It was not publicly said, but informally when you 
attended a meeting, be that a private one with your friends, or a quasi-offi cial 
one.”133 He did, however, secure an important concession from Gorbachev: 
Soviet troops would withdraw, but this was not be publicized.134 Party leader 
Károly Grosz, a reluctant reformer, met Gorbachev in Moscow on 23–24 March. 
Change was already accelerating too rapidly for comfort: the pace was “some-
what disconcerting.” Gorbachev was supportive but anxious lest the Party lose 
control. The Soviet leadership had recently concluded from a study of the Prague 
Spring that this “was a counterrevolution, with all the idiosyncratic traits of such 
an event.” Dubček had lost control. Although Hungary needed democracy, a 
line had to be drawn to safeguard “socialism and the assurance of stability.”135

At the beginning of May the impending visit of Bush to Budapest and Warsaw 
was announced. The Hungarians expected to make a plea for long-term low-
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interest loans.136 Pressure was thus rising to appease the West. Grosz had visited 
Bonn (7–10 October 1987) where he was offered credits of one million Deutsch-
mark to underwrite Hungarian reforms.137 Further aid from Bonn came at an 
even higher price, as the Hungarians discovered in 1989. The political consul-
tative committee of the Warsaw Pact met on 7 July. By then Honecker’s dread 
suspicions had peaked. He assailed a startled Gorbachev: “When are you going 
to dismiss your collaborator Dashichev?”138 Gorbachev was emollient, deny-
ing all knowledge of Dashichev—whom he had carefully evaded. “We have 
no illusions,” he assured Honecker. “Many in the FRG are as enthusiastic as 
ever for German reunifi cation.” But, he added, “We are not aiming at later 
playing the ‘German card.’”139 “Serious politicians,” Gorbachev intoned, with 
obvious reference to Kohl in Bonn, “are above all clear that destabilization of 
Eastern Europe carries with it unimaginably serious consequences for the en-
tire continent.”140 Before long the unyielding tension carried Honecker, already 
diagnosed with cancer, off to hospital.

Gorbachev’s frustration was also fast reaching its limits. He loathed most al-
lied leaders, with the notable exception of Jaruzelski.141 Mazowiecki assured 
Jaruzelski that the country would remain within the Warsaw Pact; that, in the 
words of East German intelligence, “Polish reason of state would not be called 
into question.”142 But the ideological roots of the government were what wor-
ried East Berlin. It was no encouragement that Soviet embassies throughout 
Eastern Europe “had not been able to analyze, foresee, forecast, and inform” 
Moscow. Indeed, the minister-counselor in East Berlin confi ded to his diary the 
“lack of contacts” and the “inadequate understanding of the true situation” in 
the GDR.143 As if to confi rm this dire assessment, on 17 July Poland opened dip-
lomatic relations with the Vatican, and at the end of the month fi ve leaders of 
Solidarność—Michnik, Bujak, Janas, Lipinski, and Jasinski—met in Czecho-
slovakia with the leaders of Charter 77 plus Dubček, Havel, and František, Car-
dinal Tomášek. A day later 169 members of Solidarność in the Seijm and the 
Senate made a foreign policy statement calling for “more democracy in the 
CSSR.”144 Contagion was clearly a problem, though the East German leader-
ship still held out more hope for Poland than Hungary, in the mistaken belief 
that “Jaruzelski will fi ght.”145

EASTERN EXODUS

The watertight compartment of the Warsaw Pact nonetheless began to leak. 
East Germans had begun demonstrating in Budapest, calling for the Berlin 
Wall to come down. The numbers absconding via Hungary had already doubled 
from the previous year, which breached bilateral agreements between Budapest 
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and East Berlin of 1963 and 1969. East German “tourists” began fl ocking to the 
Federal Republic’s embassy to obtain papers enabling fl ight through Austria.146 
A trickle—hundreds per year—swelled into a stream. During August more than 
3,000 had fl ed into Austria. The Soviet ambassador in Berlin concluded that 
the exodus was already the most acute crisis in GDR history. The collapse of 
the state “will completely alter the situation in the commonwealth [the Warsaw 
Pact].”147 Around 50,000 had escaped the GDR between 1 January and 31 Sep-
tember; by far the greater number from 10 September.148 Budapest was trying to 
staunch a rising tide to avoid a direct clash with East Berlin. But Washington 
was demanding a coalition in Budapest before acceding to aid. And a coalition 
was certain to be more receptive faced with requests to open the frontier.

Finally on 25 August Németh and Foreign Minister Gyula Horn secretly vis-
ited Schloss Gymnich near Bonn. Németh agreed to open the frontier with 
Austria for GDR citizens. The question was whether Moscow would consent. 
Not only were there 300,000 Soviet troops in Hungary, but the country also de-
pended on Russia for oil and gas supplies.149 In his defense Németh pointed out 
that developments in Poland “place Gorbachev in a diffi cult position; he is hav-
ing a hard time in Moscow.” He also claimed that Hungary was doing its best to 
reinforce Gorbachev’s position.150 Genscher had already agreed on 9 June that 
Hungary needed help with deeds and not just words. Kohl was understanding 
and promised to intercede and obtain more fl exibility from Washington and 
the IMF. He also promised to talk to France concerning EU assistance.151 The 
Hungarians left with 500 million Deutschmark credit.152 Predictably, on 8 Sep-
tember East Berlin heard that the agreement of 1969 was void as of midnight on 
the tenth. That evening the fl oodgates opened.153 Bonn knew very well what it 
was doing. “The opening of the Austro-Hungarian frontier in September had in 
principle signalled the end of the GDR,” Kohl recalled.154 The GDR protested 
to no avail.

Ironically, it was around this time that Dashichev despondently received re-
jection of his April memorandum. The GDR could not be deserted, he was 
told, and the Western Powers have no interest at all in reunifi cation.155 This was 
not entirely nonsense. In Moscow on 23 September Thatcher told Gorbachev 
in confi dence that all West European leaders were worried by events in Ger-
many and that this could lead to destabilization of the existing order. No one 
wanted German reunifi cation: neither Britain, Western Europe, nor the United 
States. They would respect Russian interests and not seek to decommunize 
Eastern Europe.156 Gorbachev received similar signals from Giulio Andreotti 
of Italy and François Mitterand of France.157 Genscher—a rival to Kohl as well 
as his Foreign Minister—told Der Spiegel that Bonn “also does not want the 
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GDR’s future destabilised.” On the other hand, he added that West Germany 
could not remain “indifferent when we witness the GDR itself destabilizing 
the situation and isolating itself by its refusal to reform.” Genscher rejected the 
notion of “reunifi cation” but jesuitically argued that nation states were giving 
way to federalism, so much so that there could be no return to the “centralized 
state.” What mattered was that the Germans were embedding their “national 
interests” in “European interests.”158 What he omitted, of course, was that Bonn 
increasingly determined the defi nition of those European interests and that re-
unifi cation would add further to its weight.

On the eve of his arrival in East Berlin Gorbachev assured ambassador 
Kochemasov that “the GDR is now such an important country for us that un-
der no circumstances would it ever be allowed to disintegrate.”159 In Moscow, 
nevertheless, Ligachev was deeply disturbed and, according to some, briefi ng 
Honecker to Gorbachev’s disadvantage. Later, at the Central Committee ple-
num on 6 February 1990, he warned of “the acceleration of German reunifi ca-
tion and, effectively, the absorption of the GDR. It would,” he intoned, “be 
unforgivably shortsighted and mistaken not to see that a Germany faced with 
vast economic and military potential has begun to loom on the world horizon.” 
He claimed concern above all “to prevent the question of revising the postwar 
borders from being raised and—let us be blunt and say it—prevent a prewar 
Munich.”160

Not everyone could get out. At the diplomatic level the temperature rose. 
On 11 September Kohl called for “freedom and self-determination” for all 
Germans. On 29 September Soviet ambassador Kvitsinsky protested to Bonn. 
Kvitsinsky insisted on the status quo. Teltschik’s tart retort was that this was for 
“the people of the GDR.”161 The Federal Republic had served notice that the 
German question had shifted from international relations to inner-German re-
lations. But such discussions were redundant, as was further talk of arms reduc-
tions between Moscow and Washington, while popular protest mounted. The 
closing of GDR frontiers increasingly triggered violent clashes.

From early September four anticommunist movements had come into being. 
Of these the Neue Forum, in the words of the Stasi, had “the greatest infl uence 
and the widest reach. They represent the greatest danger from the opposition.” 
Church committees led by clerics such as Eppelmann (Berlin), Richter (Er-
furt), and Schatemmer (Wittenburg) underpinned the forum.162 The Catholic 
Church—with 1 million members—remained aloof. But the Protestant Alliance 
was active and counted over 5 million members.163 This was signifi cant because 
these churches had since the 1950s always looked to reunifi cation and the Prot-
estant churches were democratic institutions. With the special  church-building 
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program sanctioned by Honecker from December 1972 (in order to obtain hard 
currency from West German churches) these links were inevitably substantially 
reinforced.164 From 1974 Bonn’s envoy in East Berlin regularly met Manfred 
Stolpe, Secretary of the Protestant Alliance, in his offi ces on Auguststraße.165 
It was later discovered that Stolpe played both sides of the fence.166 On 24 No-
vember 1987 the Stasi reported that the West German government increasingly 
saw the churches in the “role of a controlled opposition” to the East German 
regime. Bonn had thus become interested in strengthening contacts between 
the churches on both sides of the border and the “self-confi dence” of the repre-
sentatives of those in the GDR.167

In this febrile atmosphere, obliged to visit the GDR for the fortieth anniver-
sary of its foundation, Gorbachev very much wanted to cancel.168 Once there he 
“immediately realized that those in power had lost their links to the people.”169 
He also had diffi culty concealing his personal distaste for Honecker.170 In the 
streets, not just in Leipzig but also East Berlin, Potsdam, and Dresden, police 
broke up the masses calling for reform. Gorbachev’s comments to members 
of the German Politburo in Berlin-Niederschönhausen on 7 October left no 
doubt what he thought would be the fate of the GDR if his hosts did not act in 
time. “These are times that require courage and courageous decisions,” Gor-
bachev argued. “I say this from my own experience. It is as Lenin said: in stormy 
revolutionary times people learn more in weeks and months than they would 
normally in a year.” He went on: “We are at the juncture of the most important 
decisions . . . you must think them through thoroughly for them to bear fruit. 
Our experience and that of Poland and Hungary have shown us: When the 
Party fails to respond to life it is doomed.”171

As if to underscore the deafness of the leadership in Pankow, the day fol-
lowing witnessed more brutal assaults on demonstrators. This culminated on 
9 October in a turnout of 70,000—Stasi estimates—in Leipzig. The magnitude 
of the protest made the authorities wary of using force to break it up and from 
East Berlin the wires fell ominously silent. Security chiefs had sensed change 
was in the air. Honecker instinctively responded with the thought of repression. 
But the Politburo was divided. The night before—8 October—Egon Krenz, the 
“crown prince,” phoned Soviet ambassador Kochemasov to say that Honecker 
had instructed him (Krenz) to fl y out to Leipzig with the heads of the interior 
ministry and the army to investigate and take necessary measures.

Krenz was worried. It was most important, Kochemasov indicated, that “no 
blood be shed. That is my categorical advice: on no account take any repres-
sive measures and least of all by the army.”172 Kochemasov then asked Snetkov, 
offi cer commanding the Soviet Group of Forces in Germany, “to issue the in-
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struction that our troops stay in barracks.” And they should not get involved or 
respond to provocation. No sooner was this said than done. Snetkov must have 
assumed this was on express orders from Moscow. But it appears Kochemasov 
was acting on his own authority, having “received no advice from anybody.”173 
Happily for him, Moscow confi rmed the instructions the day following.

The danger was that matters would get completely out of control, the Red 
Army would shoot protestors, and Gorbachev’s foreign policy would be tainted 
irrevocably in the eyes of the West; let alone the fear that West Germany would 
itself be drawn in, bringing Europe to the brink of war. First Deputy Foreign 
Minister Kovalev, a Germanist favored by Gorbachev, was not alone in his anxi-
ety: “All the time,” he recalls, “we wrote instructions to ambassadors, prepared 
messages to heads of government, to expedite the main aim—not to allow the 
situation get out of control, not to allow any destabilization of the situation, not 
to allow our forces to be provoked. They could come out of the barracks, some 
commander or other could give an order, and the troops could appear on the 
streets.”174 Elsewhere in Moscow pressure was exerted to intervene militarily. 
Former fi rst deputy head of the Central Committee’s International Department 
and adviser to Gorbachev Vadim Zagladin recalls that demands for intervention 
“of course came from the military, but not only them. Valentin Falin [head of 
the International Department] . . . and Yuli Kvitsinsky [ambassador to Bonn] 
were against German reunifi cation; they were in favor of sending in the tanks. 
The discussion became very heated.” Gorbachev also faced resistance from 
within the Politburo, but Shevardnadze pulled no punches, arguing that “put-
ting such proposals into effect would have meant world war.”175

At the GDR Politburo on 10 October Honecker insisted that the “majority of 
the Party and the working class stands behind our policy; it was correct and is 
correct.”176 The placards carried by demonstrators that greeted Gorbachev, on 
the other hand, left him with a different message: “Do you understand what is 
happening? It is the end Mikhail Sergeevich!”177 Honecker criticized the USSR 
with the “subtext: your problems are considerably more serious than ours.”178 
Gorbachev nonetheless emphasized to Kochemasov that should the SED fail to 
show leadership, matters would get out of hand. “Others are taking the initiative 
for change.” The destabilization of the GDR and the destruction of socialism 
within it was not to be permitted.179 On 17 October Brandt visited Moscow as 
President of the Second International. He and Gorbachov had a heart-to-heart 
talk. They were at a turning point, Gorbachev pointed out. He had said to Mit-
terand, Kohl, and Thatcher that no one wants a bull in a china shop. It would 
have disastrous consequences. He “had become disturbed.” The GDR was drift-
ing back into old habits. It was losing time. The regime did not understand that 
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it was not merely a question of material needs and welfare but personal devel-
opment as well. “I told our German comrades in the discussions: we have only 
one problem with you! Life itself is sending you signals that your policy must 
change.”180 Having rejected resort to force, Moscow was now no more than a 
bystander, anxiously looking on and unable to dissuade West Germany to ease 
the pressure.

Gorbachev recalls that the collapse of the Wall came as no shock: “We were 
prepared for such an outcome.”181 Indeed, no friend of Gorbachev, Yazov tell 
us that “for us these events were not unexpected. We knew what the situation 
was day by day.”182 That may, indeed, be so. But Gorbachev did his level best 
to forestall it, short of the use of force, which would have destroyed his entire 
policy worldwide. Thatcher’s private secretary and adviser on foreign policy 
Charles Powell vividly recalls Gorbachev’s “various telephone calls and mes-
sages to Bush and Thatcher at crucial points, urging them to put pressure on 
Kohl not to infl ame the situation.”183 Not only did Moscow attempt to dissuade 
Budapest and Prague from opening their borders, on 11 October Gorbachev 
spoke to Kohl by telephone. The Chancellor was reassuring: “The FRG is in 
no way interested in the destabilization of the GDR.” It was important that 
“the evolution of events does not get out of control.” All Bonn wanted was 
that the GDR move toward the Russian path of reform. He insisted that they 
keep in frequent contact by phone.184 Precisely one week later Honecker was 
forced to resign, an event anticipated by Krenz two days earlier.185 Even Mielke 
had agreed to this. “We cannot begin fi ring Panzers. Erich is fi nished: I accept 
that,” he announced somewhat unexpectedly.186 “Now, what they do is their 
choice, and one must take it into account,” Gorbachev said, when Kochemasov 
phoned with the news.187 “I beg you, call me and report to me as events unfold. 
At any time of day and me personally,” the General Secretary said.188

Krenz was a grim fi gure, long associated with the forces of repression, one of 
those who welcomed the massacre by the authorities in Beijing that summer 
and therefore scarcely Moscow’s preference, which ran to Hans Modrow, the 
reformist Dresden party chief. But Krenz was ambitious, suffi ciently agile, and 
unscrupulous to adjust. It took all of three days for Gorbachev to congratulate 
him by phone: scarcely a rapid or enthusiastic endorsement. But Gorbachev did 
attempt to reassure. Kohl, he advised, “has mounted the horse of nationalism. 
That is dangerous. He wants reforms in Bonn’s image. This is unacceptable to 
us.” Krenz was therefore told “not to give in.”189 Two days later, on 23 October, 
Leipzig—matched by Magdeburg, Halle, Dresden, and Schwerin—witnessed 
a massive demonstration of 300,000, with slogans against Krenz.190 In antici-
pation of disturbances, Snetkov had telephoned to request to meet Krenz for 
that very day. Kochemasov promptly telephoned Krenz to say this might send 

.
 

$
 

 



 Down Comes the Wall 389

“a false political signal.”191 Moscow was not only divided; the divisions were for 
the fi rst time outward and visible to its allies. Krenz noted that between Soviet 
diplomats and the armed forces “this mistrust as little as a month before would 
have been unthinkable.”192 Krenz, evidently curious and hoping to exploit these 
differences, went ahead with the meeting. Snetkov made the brief but gratify-
ing statement: “Comrade Krenz, we stand ever ready to give the GDR every 
assistance. Notify me whenever you wish.”193

The distance between Snetkov and Kochemasov could be measured by the 
fact that while the Commander-in-Chief—doubtless on instruction from his 
Minister—was offering military aid, Kochemasov was in touch with bishops 
Eppelmann and Ebeling, leaders of the Neue Forum (Boley, Hendrich, and 
Reich), and Demokratie Jetzt.194 The arrival of Krenz in Moscow on 1 Novem-
ber took place against the certain expectation of protests even larger than before 
and with information reaching the KGB that extremists were looking to “storm 
the Brandenburg Gate.”195 In conversations lasting fi ve hours that Gorbachev 
did not even think worth recalling a decade later, Krenz was duly lectured as 
to the need to keep Moscow fully informed. He gave an honest account of the 
situation, but he had no sense of how to deal with it. For that matter neither 
had Moscow.196 As though a disinterested spectator, Gorbachev was apparently 
prepared to make allowances for Bonn: “Kohl is no intellectual beacon [keine 
intellektuelle Leuchte], but a petit bourgeois [ein Kleinburger]. These are the 
strata he knows best. He is thus a skillful and persistent politician. In any event 
he is as popular as Reagan once was and it has paid off for quite some time.”197 
As to the domestic solution, Gorbachev merely offered “Egon, a piece of ad-
vice. It is important for the SED not to cede the initiative. When spontaneity 
takes the upper hand and political orientation is lost, that is a major disaster. 
Then it’s possible that false solutions prove decisive and the situation works to 
the advantage of other forces.”198

Even had Krenz any ideas of his own, he was obliged to drag his more reluc-
tant colleagues with him. It required veteran Willi Stoph’s support—conjured 
up by Moscow—fi nally to bring Modrow on board to head the state apparatus. 
In a curious but symptomatic refl ection of the underlying source of power in 
East Berlin, Kochemasov informed Krenz on 3 November of Stoph’s support 
for Modrow.199 It was, however, far too little, much too late. That day the Soviet 
Politburo met. Kryuchkov warned that 50,000 would be out in the streets of East 
Berlin the following day. “Are you hoping that Krenz will stay?” Gorbachev 
asked. “We won’t be able to explain it to our people if we lose the GDR. How-
ever, we won’t be able to keep it afl oat without the FRG [West Germany].” 
Shevardnadze, always more consistent and focused than Gorbachev, typically 
suggested that “we’d better take down the wall ourselves.” Gorbachev clearly 
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felt cornered. The West Europeans appeared to be counting on him to block 
reunifi cation. The East German people would be “bought up whole . . . and 
when they reach world prices, living standards will fall immediately,” Gor-
bachev added. “The West doesn’t want German reunifi cation but wants to use 
us to prevent it, to cause a clash between us and the FRG so as to rule out the 
possibility of a future ‘conspiracy’ between the USSR and Germany.”200 All this 
left “a bad taste in the mouth,” Gorbachev recalled decades later.201

Kryuchkov had underestimated the turnout. On 4 November one million 
or so demonstrated in East Berlin, calling for free speech and elections. The 
much-feared assault on the Wall did not occur, but pressure for fundamental 
change was irresistible. On cue at the Soviet embassy celebrations two days 
later, Snetkov grandly announced that the “Western Group of Soviet Forces 
will fulfi ll its international duty in the GDR under any circumstances.”202 The 
following day the entire GDR Politburo resigned, which allowed Krenz to bring 
Modrow and others into the Party leadership. But it was again too late. Even 
the benighted Czechs—despite Russian entreaties—were now allowing East 
Germans through into the West. In just three days (from 3 November) 15,000 
had crossed their frontier to the FRG.

As the East German state haemorrhaged its life blood, Gorbachev contin-
ued to refuse Shakhnazarov’s repeated request for a summit of experts. Finally 
Shakhnazarov gave up and took a belated break in Japan, just as everything 
promptly fell apart.203 Kohl arrived in Warsaw on 9 November for a fi ve-day of-
fi cial visit. More than 20,000 refugees had fl ed across the GDR border since the 
beginning of the year. He was visibly uneasy, but no more so than Krenz. News 
came in that GDR Politburo member Gunter Schabowski had apparently spon-
taneously declared at a press conference in answer to a planted question,204 that 
anyone who wished to could travel as they pleased.205 And when tens of thou-
sands surged toward the Wall, border guards gave up trying to check visas and 
let anyone through on presenting personal identifi cation. Krenz and his col-
leagues were by then desperate to avert bloodshed. He contacted Kochemasov 
and the latter phoned Shevardnadze but failed to get through to him. He did, 
however, get through to Kovalev who, true to Foreign Ministry protocol, wanted 
a telegram. Not awaiting the reply, Kochemasov concluded that no objection 
in principle to opening the border would be forthcoming.206 At 12:30 a.m. on 10 
November Krenz was informed that all checkpoints on the border with West 
Berlin were open.207 He did not ring Gorbachev, dispatching a telegram later 
that morning.208 Meanwhile the fi rst news came in that morning to the Inter-
national Department in Moscow like “a lightning bolt from the sky.” Portugalov 
fi rst suspected that Krenz, who had assured Gorbachev in October that he had 
the situation in hand, had cooked it up with Kohl. But everyone in Moscow 
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soon realized “that Krenz was capable of nothing, just fl ashing his teeth.”209 
News had come through to Gorbachev from Kochemasov in a matter of hours 
and his response to this fait accompli was typically positive.210 Later that day 
Kohl was offi cially informed of the fact via Kvitsinsky.211

Gorbachev recalled: “They didn’t coordinate that with me. In the morning, I 
got a phone call and they said how matters stood.”212 But he certainly approved 
of what had been done in his name. Mindful of Gorbachev’s warning not to 
meet Kohl without the Russians present, Krenz had rejected the idea and in-
structed that the barriers be raised.213 This effectively meant that Bonn would 
also react unilaterally. The precedent had been set. Gorbachev’s assumption, 
however, that the United States—nervous lest the entire alliance system come 
apart at the seams in the prospect of reunifi cation—would restrain Bonn was 
ill-founded.

Heading the International Department, Falin wished force had been used. 
Portugalov recollects Falin prowling the corridors of Central Committee head-
quarters loudly proclaiming the need to establish “law and order” and send in 
the tanks.214 Dashichev recalls: “Representatives of the hard line in policy con-
sidered it necessary to bring into action Soviet forces in order to restore the wall 
and save the GDR. Head of the CC International Department Valentin Falin 
held this viewpoint when, soon after the fall of the Wall, he visited Berlin and 
spoke before diplomatic personnel at the Soviet embassy.”215 But, as Portugalov 
recalls, although the General Staff and hard-liners in the Politburo, including 
Ligachev, pressed him to “bite into granite,” Gorbachev “fenced it all off, so 
that there was no interference.”216

Shevardnadze subsequently issued a characteristically defi ant rebuke to the 
diehards: “One comrade, speaking at the [Central Committee] plenum [Feb-
ruary 1990] said: until recently the USSR was a great Power that commanded 
authority; the entire world admired it. And there was Eastern Europe—the 
guarantee of our security. . . . What is implied is that we have destroyed all 
this, both our greatness and the guarantee” “And what was all this worth? . . . 
We brought troops into Czechoslovakia and liquidated progressive change. Do 
they think that the world admired this? In Hungary ‘order was reestablished’ in 
’56. Was Europe also delighted? We went into Afghanistan. How was this then 
described—as an international duty? But it was right to call this an invasion. 
But did the world admire us again? . . . And among us even now awkward ques-
tions are raised: how is it that such a massive Power with an army of 5 million 
was unable to cope with little Afghanistan?”217

The Wall had fi nally come down. What was so unexpected was not the fact 
that it eventually fell but that it did so within the lifetime of Gorbachev and 
the very speed of events that led to it. As Kohl told Teltschik, “the wheel of 
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history” was “turning faster.”218 The Wall was a symbol and for this alone it 
had great signifi cance, Gorbachev acknowledged: “It embodied the division not 
just of Europe but of the whole world, the confrontation and everything that 
resulted from it.”219 Reunifi cation was merely a matter of months. Contrary to 
what Gorbachev told Kohl in 1988, history could be and was being “rewritten.” 
Kohl himself had good reason to value luck in statesmanship, after Frederick 
the Great. He was proved right in his instincts. Kohl hurried to Berlin to avoid 
repeating Adenauer’s fatal mistake of staying away in August 1961.220 Exhilara-
tion was, however, inextricably mixed with deep anxiety. What if matters got out 
of control and Gorbachev’s subordinates in the military and the KGB decided 
to act on their own? Only two days after the Wall fell, Gorbachev called Kohl’s 
offi ce in Bonn, saying that the KGB and Stasi both claimed Soviet soldiers and 
installations in the GDR were under threat of popular attack. This appeared 
to be a desperate provocation to wreck the German revolution. Kohl, stuck in 
West Berlin’s town hall, gave assurances via Teltschik that this was not true.221

Reunifi cation did not follow until 3 October 1990, but with the collapse of 
the Wall the Cold War had effectively met an abrupt end. The world could 
now breathe a sigh of relief. Gorbachev paid the price, for the Soviet Union was 
about to collapse from within and the loss of the security cordon into Central 
Europe undoubtedly played its part in his downfall.

The amateur dramatic coup against Gorbachev in August 1991 that failed 
so ignominiously proved the tragicomic fi nale. Under Mitterand France alone 
among the Great Powers indicated willingness to deal with the new regime. 
A once mighty threat to the peace of Europe and the stability of the interna-
tional system had collapsed in on itself with more than a little help, of course, 
from its adversaries. “I believe that the Soviet leadership had concluded that 
they could no longer compete with the West, not economically and not mili-
tarily,” concluded James Baker, Secretary of State under Bush. “The steadfast 
leadership of former President Ronald Reagan had begun to pay off.”222 For-
mer Deputy National Security Adviser Robert Gates has put it more strongly: 
“If Gorbachev’s actions and decisions between 1985 and 1991 took the Soviet 
Union from worsening crisis to collapse, the United States between 1970 and 
1985 played a signifi cant role in intensifying the Soviet crisis and in forcing ac-
tions and decisions in Moscow that led ultimately to the collapse.”223 The dates 
may not be entirely accurate—1970 is surely far too soon—but the thrust of the 
argument remains true.
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CONCLUSIONS

It means nothing to win the cold war; it is absurd. How could one win the 
cold war?

—Vincent Auriol, President of France 1947–54

The end of the Cold War took everyone by surprise. Not surprisingly, there-
fore, and despite a mass of publication, interpretations of the confl ict remain 
diametrically opposed. Arguably the most important works are as mutually con-
tradictory as ever. This should scarcely occasion surprise. The Cold War itself 
polarized opinion. Universities are not ivory towers, and political allegiance was 
not extinguished with the Soviet Union’s demise.

The causes of the Cold War have always formed the main battlefi eld. Most 
recently one leading American historian has loaded the blame on the person of 
one man: “as long as Stalin was running the Soviet Union a cold war was un-
avoidable.”1 In stark contrast, a staunch leftist has, predictably perhaps, sought 
to absolve Stalin entirely. On his view the confl ict occurred “because Western 
politicians such as Churchill and Truman were unable to see that beyond the 
alleged communist threat was an opportunity to arrive at a postwar settlement 
that could have averted the cold war.”2 And yet even fi rebrand former com-
munist Eric Hobsbawm, unlikely ever to excuse Washington and a staunch be-
liever that Russia had every right to take over Eastern Europe, more charitably 
holds that it was the “cold war” that “turned the US into the hegemon of the 
western world.”3

Others, weary of polemic but on uncertain ground, write with greater cir-
cumspection; not so much humbled, perhaps, as confused. A fi rm American 
“liberal,” who formerly blamed the Cold War more on Washington than Mos-
cow before evidence emerged from Russia,4 tells us that “neither Truman nor 
Stalin wanted a cold war”; that both “were not inclined to tolerate opposition” 
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(a bizarre way of likening the two men and the regimes they ran); and that “they 
could not do otherwise in an international order that engendered so much fear 
and so much opportunity.”5

Elsewhere it is confi dently asserted that the “Soviet sense of insecurity . . . 
bred the Cold War.”6 This sounds clear enough until, that is, the author tells 
us that the “unbridgeable chasm between Stalinist and Western values was also 
the reason why the post-Stalin leadership could not be brought to entertaining 
the idea of genuine accommodation with the West even if the West had tried.”7 
Are we therefore expected to believe that the abyss between national values 
made no difference in the 1940s when the Cold War actually began and the 
Zhdanovshchina was destroying all trace of Western infl uence, but that they 
were very important in the 1950s when it was well under way and the horrors of 
totalitarianism gave way to something marginally more tolerant?

This illustrates a conundrum faced by all attempting to lay blame exclusively 
on Stalin. If it were purely a matter of Stalin, then his death should have re-
sulted in a speedy end to the Cold War. Manifestly it did not do so. So it cannot 
just have been him. Moreover, to focus exclusively on Stalin as a personality 
might be plausible in domestic affairs where the dictator does not face equals, 
where people can be arrested, transported, and shot at a whim. But by its very 
nature foreign policy involves Powers outside the arena of dictatorial control 
and is therefore by defi nition reactive as well as initiatory. One man is not a 
warrior, Plato said (and Stalin repeated).

Thus the focus chosen has been on Russia’s Cold War rather than Stalin’s 
because it is impossible to conceive of the Cold War other than with the Rus-
sian Revolution at its core, and yet Stalin was a necessary but not a suffi cient 
condition to its occurrence and continuation. In referring to Russia, it is not 
intended to disclaim differences between Imperial Russia and the Soviet Rus-
sia. But Marxism-Leninism was peculiarly Russian and alien to partly Western 
parentage. It was not that the USSR was expansionist and Russia proper not so. 
Russia, of course, became an empire through abiding purpose. Yet, however 
expansionist it was, the West always found a route to accommodation. Imperial 
Russia was a distant and alien civilization for Europeans and Americans alike, 
oriental rather than Western; but even at its most self-consciously Slavophile, 
Russia never held itself up as a substitute model for capitalism and democ-
racy in the very West itself. In direct contrast the nature of the Soviet system 
meant that where its troops marched, almost without exception the territory 
under occupation was utterly transformed, entailing the wanton destruction 
of representative democracy and its economic underpinning, the market. 
The Soviet Union was in this crucial sense truly revolutionary even under 
Stalin.
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Due weight must of course to be given to the United States—its emergence 
as a Superpower with limitless commercial ambitions backed by command of 
the air and supremacy at sea. To ignore Moscow’s perceptions of American 
strength and purpose under capitalism is to render much of its behavior sense-
less. Surely Stalin was not entirely wrong about the United States. Most if not 
all Powers behave badly, especially when they have a greater capability to in-
fl ict damage than others. In this respect too much literature on the Cold War 
treats Russia to a standard of conduct more demanding than that applied to 
the behavior of our own governments. The expansion of US power inevita-
bly meant the projection of misbehavior as well as good behavior longstand-
ing within the Western Hemisphere to other dimensions of the international 
system hitherto untouched because beyond reach. Washington’s conduct had 
never been a model of propriety—witness, as instances, military intervention 
against Mexico in 1913 or Nicaragua in 1927. It would have been too much to 
expect otherwise—as in Chile in 1973—where Americans prevailed without 
countervailing power. Subsequent US behavior in the Third World, especially, 
has done nothing to change this view.

Stalin, however, was a latecomer to the notion that Washington would 
emerge into postwar leadership. He overcompensated by infl ating the likely 
consequences of future American supremacy. Ironically, in so doing he has-
tened the emergence of the United States as a military giant. Here, however, 
Stalin was well ahead of his subordinates, including Molotov, rather than on a 
different trajectory. There was sound reason for this. He had invariably been 
the more suspicious, the more consistently vigilant, and therefore more pur-
posefully proactive. To that degree personality certainly mattered. Molotov and 
others soon caught up, nevertheless, because the Manichean framework that 
made possible the Cold War was not an historical accident, an idiosyncrasy 
of one man, but a feature broadly shared. Stalin’s reading of the international 
situation was intimately bound up in Marxist-Leninist ideology: most notably 
the assumption that war under capitalism was inevitable. As soon as one war 
was over, the next had to be anticipated. This doctrine went unchallenged until 
Malenkov raised the matter in 1955. Even then it was robustly reaffi rmed and not 
merely by the military. The system had become so ingrained that when Brezh-
nev protested his commitment to no fi rst use of nuclear weapons at Tula in 
1977, the military simply ignored it as disinformation for the gullible West.

Stalin and his closest supporters had every intention of seeking dominance 
over Europe by positioning Russia as the pivotal Power in the region, with Ger-
many under foot, France counted out, and Britain confi ned to the periphery 
(largely to empire overseas). Quite apart from the Marxist-Leninist impulse, the 
belief was fi rmly fi xed that Russians had a right to dominate the Continent in 
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its entirety after the enormous blood sacrifi ce of war. It is a theme reiterated at 
unexpected moments in subsequent years. And to those less ideologically com-
mitted, the notion of imperial expansion was attractive enough.

Predominance could in principle have been secured at the expense of East-
ern Europe as it had in previous centuries without necessarily threatening West-
ern Europe, but only if the expansion of Russian power did not necessarily also 
mean expansion of the communist system. It was this that so stirred Churchill, 
Litvinov, and later Bevin into rousing Washington from the drift back toward 
hemispheric isolation that had made World War II inevitable. It was this that 
made all the difference to being merely a struggle between empires, as some 
would have it.8 In this sense ideology was important not just to the Russians in 
their assessment of the postwar world—as has rightly been emphasized9—but it 
was also critical to the assessment by the West of the threat they posed. It was no 
accident that the hysteria this aroused in late-forties America matched that in 
late-twenties Britain. The difference between the two was that whereas before 
the war the Soviet threat was entirely ideological backed by Communist parties 
established across the known world, that threat had been compounded by the 
might of the Red Army from 1945.

Despite its assertiveness in canvassing American values, the US elite in 1945 
was far less proactive than either Moscow or London. But this was not so much 
because it was naïve about power—though some undoubtedly were and oth-
ers, including Kennan, certainly believed naïveté to be the problem—as com-
placent about the capacity to assure ascendancy without needing to fi ght to 
obtain and sustain it. This delusion proved far harder to dislodge than plain 
innocence. For Stalin, on the other hand, pressure on Western Europe was es-
sential to keeping the Americans out of the Continent and by blatant exertion 
of pressure through indirect and direct means—Cominform and the blockade 
of Berlin—he gravely miscalculated. This was acknowledged by several of his 
successors in 1953 and by Khrushchev in 1956. Moscow’s actions had thereby 
ensured that the Americans were welcome. Stalin’s grievous miscalculation 
over Korea in 1950 then ensured that they stayed and rearmed capitalist Ger-
many to boot.

Even after Stalin, Soviet leaders rejected the option of settling the peace of 
Europe on the basis of compromise (Beria and Malenkov’s preferred solution to 
the German question) and persisted in the aim of ejecting US power from the 
region. And even when Stalin ruled, the inspiration for some of the foolhardy 
policies came from others—notably the proposed occupation of Hokkaido; the 
decision of the Greek Communist Party to revolt; territorial claims against Tur-
key; the colonization of northern Iran; Yugoslav support for the Greeks revolt; 
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Bulgarian pursuit of a Balkan federation; French communist defi ance that led 
to their ouster in 1947; pressure to create a new International; Mao’s revolution; 
and, indeed, the Korean war itself.

Arguably, though, even had Russia come to terms in Europe, the tensions 
arising from ideological rivalry in the Third World would have continued to 
poison relations, above all with the United States. There had always been more 
than one Cold War: that over the balance of Europe was matched by a preexist-
ing global struggle that went back to 1917. The revolutionary inheritance from 
Lenin was not so lightly cast aside despite Comintern’s abolition. There was 
surely good reason. This was not just a matter of legitimacy but also self-interest. 
A clear advantage was to be had in mobilizing a fi fth column of believers in 
the Soviet system in the rear of the adversary, and the Third World as a whole 
represented the unprotected fl ank of the Western domain. General Danilevich 
reminds us that “in the 1960s and 1970s, twenty-three countries were catego-
rized as our potential enemies. Among our main allies, we counted the six 
countries of the Warsaw Pact and seven other countries. Forty countries were 
considered basically neutral, but their orientation, especially in case of war, was 
uncertain. It is often said that the USSR squandered its resources by helping all 
these countries, including extending them military aid. However, just consider 
the global balance of power—we had to do something about this lopsided situa-
tion. If the forty countries regarded as neutral joined the enemy, we would have 
to face sixty-three rather than twenty-three countries. So we had to convince 
these countries, or at least some of them, to come on our side.”10 Self-interest 
thus intermingled with revolutionary commitment. Soviet leaders undoubtedly 
differed over the degree to which they saw revolution serving self-interest—not 
least because it varied according to the ups and downs in the world revolutionary 
process abroad. Nonetheless a core synergy undeniably existed between the two.

Anglo-Soviet tensions in the 1920s illustrate this and anticipated the Cold 
War of the 1970s with the focus on revolution in the extra-European world. 
Against this perspective, the politics of the thirties proved a distraction from 
the main business that reasserted its primacy once fascism was defeated. Here 
all Bolsheviks—with the notable exception of Litvinov—stood as one. Figures 
such as Andropov and Suslov explicitly identifi ed themselves with Lenin and 
his priorities. Brezhnev and the more cynical were, like it or not, driven along 
with the rest. And even in instances where Marxism-Leninism did not moti-
vate behavior, it most certainly played a leading role in interpreting behavior. 
Thus domestic pressures all too often proved more immediate and defi nitive 
in the making of foreign policy than the system outside. Even the jettisoning 
of the most hawkish in the leadership—such as Shelepin—left the Politburo 
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 vulnerable to accusations from within of appeasing the West and betraying Le-
ninism. The war in Vietnam brought this out most clearly. The naïve conclu-
sion of some in the late sixties that Moscow had dropped its revolutionary ambi-
tions in converging with the West was undermined by the collapse of détente in 
part over vigorous support for revolution in the Third World.11 And criticism of 
Raymond Garthoff’s encyclopedic work on Soviet-American relations by Rich-
ard Pipes—that “there are no contending values or even interests; there are only 
misperceptions and fears”12—surely has a point.

Yet it is a tall order to go from this to assert “that the most important aspects 
of the Cold War were neither military nor strategic, nor Europe-centered, but 
connected to political and social development in the Third World.”13 This is a 
gross distortion of perspective that highlights one element at the expense of the 
rest and ignores other factors also critical to the decline of détente, not least 
the crisis in Europe over the SS-20. It took all this as well as the battle over the 
Third World to drive East-West confrontation to a peak, while the oil price col-
lapsed and with it the Soviet economy, leaving in its wake the tragic fi gure of 
Gorbachev baffl ed by what had unexpectedly occurred.

A great deal of debate has revolved around the role of Gorbachev in end-
ing the Cold War. No less than with respect to its origins, political inclination 
has too often predetermined interpretation. Gorbachev’s adversaries in Russia 
blame him entirely for the destruction of the Soviet Union. Some in the West 
argue that it was all due to the “new thinking.” Others argue that Gorbachev as 
statesman purposefully brought the confl ict to an end. Some argue that Rea-
gan’s SDI and military buildup forced Russia off the road. Still more point 
to the domestic economy, not least the parallel between the falling price for 
oil on world markets and Russia’s overall decline, ensuring the regime’s col-
lapse. The history is, as usual, more complicated. Circumstance—domestic 
and  international—and personality both matter.

Russia was in economic crisis well before Gorbachev came into offi ce and 
the need to solve it without delay was a factor crucial to his rapid ascent. Gor-
bachev’s wife and alter ego Raisa understood this better than he. Yet despite the 
rhetoric about “acceleration” and then “perestroika,” change was never any-
thing more than marginal. Gorbachev had no understanding of economics. Not 
surprisingly, he never got to the core of the problem: despite fl irting with the 
New Economic Policy of the 1920s, he never grasped the ineffi ciency of central 
planning as a mechanism for allocating scarce resources. It had been a sacro-
sanct pillar of the regime since at least 1929. The precipitate fall in world oil and 
later natural gas prices ate into foreign exchange receipts and seriously raised 
Soviet indebtedness. The complete failure of state and collective agriculture to 
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deliver the goods made matters even worse. And the explosion of the nuclear 
reactor at Chernobyl on 26 April 1986 epitomized the sheer incompetence that 
hid behind walls of secrecy in the Soviet regime. But the new thinking among 
radical economists, such as the two Nikolais, Petrakov and Shemlev, was never 
put into action. Instead Gorbachev focused on the world arena, which he found 
more compelling and more satisfying.

This priority was not entirely mistaken. International tension was at its height 
in the spring of 1985 and this, too, necessitated a leader who could be trusted 
if required to explore unorthodox ways out of the logjam Russia helped create. 
So in the language of priorities a more peaceful international system would en-
able resources to be reallocated from guns to butter. SDI would require more 
guns. Foreign policy thus had to take precedent over economic policy. The 
trouble was that in focusing on guns Gorbachev never really got around to 
the butter. Indeed, live on television amidst a crowd of onlookers in the Lithu-
anian capital, the obviously well-fed General Secretary dismissed the shortage 
of sausage—the most basic commodity for the common man—with arrogant 
contempt: “What! You would break up the union over sausage?”

The person of Gorbachev cannot be irrelevant. We know from his predeces-
sors, including Andropov, and those who usurped him in the summer of 1991, 
that riskier alternatives were conceivable, even if ultimately disastrous. Have not 
Cuba and North Korea hung on for longer as communist regimes with far less 
resources despite horrendous problems? It did matter that Gorbachev was ex-
tremely confi dent of his tactile political sense; that he was naturally intelligent 
though still relatively uneducated; that he was far more open-minded than his 
predecessors; that he was disorganized and chaotic as an administrator, even as 
a chairman in committee; that he was all to easily fl attered by public attention 
in the West; that he knew—and not just from Yakovlev but also from personal 
experience—that Russia had to catch up by selectively adopting Western prac-
tices in order to compete. And more effective competition, not surrender, was 
always his ambition.

These personality traits mattered because it is a fact easily verifi able from 
the record that Soviet concessions to the West at negotiation were impelled by 
pressure from outside, not least fear of SDI—the INF treaty is a prime example. 
In this critical sense, whether one likes to admit it or not, the Carter-Reagan 
buildup in counterforce systems, the anticommunist zeal within Reagan’s 
administration, and the obsession with space-based defense played a key role 
in the unravelling of Soviet security policy across the board. Paul Nitze and 
George Shultz were not alone in fi rmly believing this to be the case, and the 
evidence supports them.
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It is equally clear that there existed no prior plan of action and that Gor-
bachev sought to improve the Soviet system, not destroy it. Policy under Gor-
bachev was alarmingly improvisational at every stage and highly contingent on 
the Western response as it was driven by a desire to end tension with the capi-
talist world. The infl uence of his more radical advisers—notably Yakovlev but 
also Chernyaev and Shevardnadze—thus mattered. In turn Thatcher’s endless 
berating of Gorbachev, untiring pressure from Kohl, and the hard line of the 
Bush administration when faced with requests for fi nancial aid all played their 
part in forcing the Soviet leadership to reconsider past policy and move to ever 
more radical change so as to enable perestroika to advance at home.

The archives leave no doubt that Gorbachev was very reluctant to turn against 
the military until driven to it in order to forge progress in East-West relations. 
Time and again the more fervent supporters of perestroika found him wanting 
in this respect. The reasons for this lay within the regime itself and among the 
others within the leadership. Gorbachev always appeared the reluctant revo-
lutionary in this sphere. It is this, but not this alone, that makes a personality-
centred explanation for events favored by such as Archie Brown and Garthoff 
so diffi cult to justify. Ironically, their views are matched by diehards such as 
General Lobov, quondam Chief of the General Staff, who suggested that “we 
didn’t collapse for economic reasons but because in 1985 we were placed under 
a weak political will.”14

It took a considerable time for Gorbachev to realize that to end the Cold 
War nuclear disarmament alone was insuffi cient and that a fundamental revi-
sion of security policy in Central and Eastern Europe was also required. And 
although he expected a diminution of forward-based Soviet forces, with power 
partly and slowly redistributed within Eastern Europe to popular advantage, he 
never expected communism to collapse so abruptly and so totally, even in East 
Germany, let alone Russia. This was his penultimate illusion: that communism 
in the region actually had roots, an illusion shared in the West by many even on 
the noncommunist left, whose shock was all too visible at the time.

Yet this revolution in policy—whether on INF, conventional force reduc-
tions, or political reform in Eastern Europe—was self-evidently grudging, and 
in most instances it took far too long for the accelerated pace of events. Popular 
opinion at home and abroad ran far ahead of policy. Events in the end es-
caped Gorbachev’s control. Viktor Chernomyrdin, later Prime Minister, once 
lamented: “We hoped for the best, but things turned out as they usually do.” A 
worthy epitaph, indeed, if not on the entire Soviet experiment then certainly on 
the Cold War that emerged from it.

.
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